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Before you journey into the conclusion of Sawyer’s story, I wanted to take the opportunity to thank all of you. The Illusion Series came from deep within my heart and is my personal favorite of my books to date. Your love for these characters is almost as deep as mine, and I’m eternally grateful you found room in your hearts for them. You may need a few tissues but not nearly as many as you needed with EP. I hope I’ve touched on all the important things to give you a clear picture of how Sawyer felt about everything. 
If you’re not in our EP Facebook group, I strongly encourage you to join us. The group is our haven where we talk about the series and I answer all of your questions—or I try to. It’s also where you get first access to all the upcoming information to the Illusion Series world. And maybe a few sneak peeks!  https://www.facebook.com/groups/1916016678629629/

There is more to come. For some reason, I can’t seem to let go of this family. You’ll find the pre-order for Interlude is already up. Interlude is Jordan’s book and releases January 29, 2019. You can order the e-book as well as the paperback which is being published by Ever After Romance. Pre-order information is on my website: www.dkellyauthor.com. 
In April of 2019, Broken Beats will release. This is going to be Darren’s story, and I’m beyond excited to share this special book with you. 
Lastly, in July of 2019, I will be releasing Eli’s story. It doesn’t have a title just yet, but it will soon. All three of these men are special to me, and I can’t wait to give you more insight into their world. 
As you finish the book, be sure to keep reading to the very end or you’ll miss a surprise! Hint – It’s a bonus chapter! 
Also, for those of you who may not be on my mailing list at this time. During the last few months, I’ve been releasing weekly newsletters to my email subscribers. They’re all posted on my blog so if you’d like to catch up make sure to check them out. You can find my blog on my website: http://www.dkellyauthor.com/blog/

I’ve been asked many times for the playlists to these books. I’m in the process of setting up a Spotify playlist for the series. As soon as it’s available, I’ll share the links on my website, in my reader group, and through my mailing list. Be sure to follow me so you will know when it goes live. You can sign up for my mailing list here:  http://www.dkellyauthor.com/mailing-list/
Thank you so much for taking this extraordinary journey with me. It’s been my greatest pleasure bringing these characters and their stories to life for you. 
Live today, like there’s no tomorrow. 
XoXo, 
Dee
 




Some of life’s greatest blessings are ones that can’t be seen with your eyes but are instead felt with your heart. For all of you who believe in the unbelievable, this book is for you.   
 



“No one you love is ever truly lost.”
―Ernest Hemingway
 





To Nate, and any of my other children who end up following him down this rabbit hole. Cadence, this also includes you. 
Four books. That’s how many you’ve read by now if you’ve made it to this point. If you haven’t, stop and go back to the beginning. It’s a lot to ask of anyone. I’m sure you have expectations and fears—most people would by this point—but you’ve just read lots of things about your parents and family that most kids would never find out. I don’t think all kids should read about sex, drugs, and rock and roll, but I don’t believe in family secrets. I do, however, believe in appropriate timing, which is why I’ll be waiting until your late teen years before offering you this story. 
I know you’ve been bombarded with heavy and emotional topics. Forgive me if I’ve damaged you somehow. We can only do this one last time; it’s all our hearts can take. That means this book has to include everything: memories I need to have and the story you need to know. I hope we’ve raised you to be comfortable talking to us about any subject. If you keep reading, promise me you will skip anything which might make you feel uncomfortable. 
Let’s talk about love. It’s the reason you’re reading these books in the first place. Nate deserves answers to all the questions I know he’s going to have about Noah, Mel, and me. 
Love is the one thing that continuously grows in a family and should never dissipate. Growing up, my parents’ affection for us was felt as much as it was known. Hugs were endless in our house, so was their support and understanding. For me, it’s still hard to comprehend how there’s room in my heart to grow with each new child. There were times—especially when the twins were on their way—that I was afraid my heart couldn’t make any more space, but I was wrong. The heart has infinte room for love. 
It’s ironic how we assign love to the heart. In all actuality, I think it resides in our souls. I’d never given it much thought until we lost Noah, and then I thought about it often. It doesn’t matter where I am or what I’m doing, if I think about Noah, I sense him. I feel his love far and wide, and whatever makes it happen and brings on that sensation, well … I think it’s greater than the fist-sized organ residing in my chest. What it doesn’t explain is why the heart aches so much in relation to emotions, which is likely why most people link love with the heart. That pain is real and runs deep, leading me to believe our hearts are what tether us to our souls. 
Loving my wife and kids is effortless. Parenthood, though, is scary. The responsibility, the fears, knowing how easily I could screw you all up, is overwhelming at times. Especially when it comes to Nate. Like all my kids, my love for him is indescribable, but so are my fears. I’m not just raising him for me, but for Noah too. Though I always knew fatherhood was in my future, I’d never imagined Noah wouldn’t be my partner in crime through the journey. Nor did I think for one moment there would ever be a time where I was raising his son for him. Without him here, I’m conscious of things I wouldn’t have been before. I do some things the way I think he would so our kids will benefit from Noah’s guidance and open heart. Although it isn’t how I pictured it, our kids are growing up together in the saddest yet best ways possible. 
Damn, I miss him … every single day. When I first lost him, I missed him with every single breath. Having Nate with me has helped ease some of my pain. I may not have my brother anymore, but I have the best part of him with me, and I will never take that for granted. 
Not having Noah around when Noelle was born was extremely difficult. He was the first person I wanted to show her to, the first person I wished could hold her and love on her, and it wasn’t possible. When the twins made their debut into the world, Noah’s absence hit me even harder. It was another milestone in my life my brother wasn’t here to experience. When we got the photos from the hospital, Mel started an album and put their pictures side by side with one of Noah and me at the same age. It’s surreal how much they look like us. 
Princess’s goal was to finish my book before she went into labor. But the twins were eager to meet their parents, and Mel ended up on bedrest for two months. When that happened, I took all the notebooks and files away and put them in my office. The story could wait; my wife and babies’ health were my only concern. 
After the twins came, it took us about a year to get back on track with the story. We wanted to finish, but we weren’t in a rush to get back to the upcoming sadness. When it was time to write again, I realized this half the story wasn’t as focused on Noah as I thought it would be. Although his presence is heavy throughout this part of the book—it’s more about me and how I changed as a person after one night in New York City. 
Once I got over being disappointed the story had shifted from my original intention, I acknowledged it was a good thing. I wanted my kids to see people can change when they want to. There are no rules set in stone stating otherwise. Each day is a chance to change your course and make a new beginning for yourself. Your failures on Monday do not get to define who you are on Tuesday—not if you don’t want them to. 
This story started out as something for Nate and me, and partially for Mel too, so she would know all the things that maybe she’d never asked. It was a way for me to let Nate know my love for him is infinite, as it is for all of my children. Nathaniel Noah Weston is my son, every day and in every way. 
Now that we’re wrapping it up, I’m excited to share it despite my fears. Children should know their parents aren’t infallible. We make mistakes. Even on my most misguided days during this journey, everything I did stemmed from love, even if I didn’t see it back then. The one person who understood that before any of us was Noah, and I’m thankful he knew me as well as he did and loved me for me, flaws and all. 
That’s how Mel and I love each of our kids. Remember, when you’re scared, frustrated, or disappointed, there isn’t much we haven’t seen or experienced, and we will never love you any less—it just isn’t possible. We hope you’ll come talk to us after you’ve let the story settle from start to finish and that you all come away from this journey with a better understanding of who your family actually is. Not just your aunts, uncles, grandparents, and parents, but the people we are beneath those titles. Who we are to you is defined by much more than what you call us. 
All our love, xoxo. 
 




New York City
As we leave the venue, we’re herded into a limo to be taken to the hotel where we have to schmooze with the label executives. We’re forced to do this at least twice a year. I’m not sure why they bother. Other than having a financial stake in our band, we don’t have much in common with these guys. Each time we meet up, it’s all bullshit and fake platitudes, and it’s the one thing I will not miss when the tour is over. 
Noah yawns and rubs his temple before leaning back in his seat and closing his eyes. I should let him get some rest, but my worry about his injury far outweighs my decency. 
“Are you okay Noah?” My question pulls the attention of everyone else onto him. 
“Yeah, I’ve just got a headache. I popped some acetaminophen when we got off stage. I’m sure it will kick in soon.” With the strained expression on his face, he isn’t fooling anyone. 
“Want me to call Anna and ask her to have Mel bring your pain pills?” Wyatt pulls out his phone. 
“No, please don’t. I don’t want Mel to worry or fuss over me all night. I’m just going to rest my eyes until we get to the hotel.” 
He closes his eyes, and we all exchange a worried look. Noah hasn’t been himself since we landed in New York, and now I’m curious if his head has been bothering him more than he’s let on. Then again, Princess has been off the past few days, and I wonder if something is going on with the two of them. They seem solid, but I’d probably be the last person Noah would tell if they weren’t. 
I’ve been trying to give them space since they got engaged. Princess made her choice, and I’m legitimately happy for them, but it still hurts. Take yesterday at her book signing as an example. We’re all so damn proud of her, but my feelings were just a mixed-up ball of confusion. I spent the entire day and night walking a fine line of pride and happiness from the perspective of her friend, her soon-to-be brother-in-law and being the one who secretly loves her. Well, not so secret, but still … 
Tonight, she’ll be dressed to the nines and draped all over Noah while I’m stuck watching from afar—again. Alcohol and high-end groupies will be my escape tonight. It wouldn’t be so bad if I hadn’t seen her punch that girl the other day. There was something entirely too sexy about seeing her defend herself and her relationship that went straight to my cock—even if I know better. 
Sooner than I’d like, we arrive at the hotel. Mac and Ryan flank us as we walk inside. At least there aren’t any crowds here; they’re probably all camped out in front of our hotel now that it’s public knowledge where we’re staying, thanks to Princess’s fight. 
“What do you think the odds are for bailing out of here early?” Darren asks as we pile into the elevator. 
Wyatt replies instantly, “Hopefully they’re good odds. I’m exhausted and would rather expend my energy saying goodbye to my wife, if you know what I mean.” 
Laughing, Darren nods in agreement. “Me too. Well, not my wife but my … Belle.” 
I snort at his answer. “You were totally going to call her your baby mama.” 
Darren scowls at me before smiling. “I caught myself. Baby mama is bad, but sort-of-fiancée is just stupid, so she’s my Belle.” 
Darren and Belle are perfect for each other. She’s the only woman who has ever bantered with him and given as good as she gets. Like Princess, she was made for this world. I wonder if I’ll ever belong in the regular world. Celebrity status has its perks, but what I wouldn’t give to be able to grab coffee unnoticed without needing a disguise. 
The elevator doors open directly into the suite, and the party is already in full swing. Music plays loudly, and Noah winces again. Between the music and everyone trying to talk over it, he’s going to be in for a long night. The girls won’t be here for a few minutes, and I need to find a drink before we have to sit down with the record execs. Once we’re finished with them, maybe we can get Noah out of here. 
“Drinks?” I raise a brow and look at our group, and they nod in agreement. Once we’re at the bar, though, Noah asks for water. 
That asshole Bob from the label catches my eye and raises his drink. I nod only because I have to play nice. While the rest of us wait for our drinks, Noah grabs his water bottle and points to a dim corner of the room. 
Within seconds, Warren, Bob, and three other label execs are sitting with Noah and waiting for us. 
“Shit, what is that guy’s name?” Darren whispers to Wyatt and me. 
“Steve?” I ask, but he’s already shaking his head. 
“Lance? Or that new guy Wilbur?” Wyatt adds, failing miserably. 
Snorting, I practically choke on my drink. “I think you mean Burt.” 
Darren’s eyes light up, “Yeah, that’s his name. If he had a fucking mustache, it would be a lot easier to remember. Like Burt Reynolds.” 
“Only you,” Wyatt says, shaking his head. “Let’s go save Noah and get this over with.” 
“If it isn’t the men of the hour!”’ Bob stands and enthusiastically pumps our hands like the suck-up he is. 
Lance speaks up as we take our seats. “The album is doing great, still topping the charts.” 
I catch Lance’s eye. He and I went head to head over this album a few times; he thought it was a bad idea. “Did you think it would do anything but?” I counter smugly, but he meets my gaze head-on. 
“Never doubted it for a moment. Now, let’s talk about the rest of the tour …” 
The women gather steps away from us, and my gaze roams around the room as the execs drone on about details only Warren truly needs to know. As usual, the women are gorgeous and as their lascivious appraisals rake over us, their desperation for a celebrity fuck becomes clear. Too bad for them, I’m the only one who’s single, and I’m not even in the mood to fuck tonight. Maybe that will change after a few more drinks. 
“Such a brilliant idea for the in-person ticket sales. TicketMaker is talking about doing this again for more bands in the future. It’s made a huge difference in fans getting into your shows without paying thousands for a ticket from a person or agency who was able to buy them all up.” Steve’s comments catch my attention. 
“That would be awesome. Some of our best times were spent waiting in line for tickets with Dad. Right, Noah?” 
Noah smiles and nods before wincing. “Yeah, they sure were.” 
Steve leans forward and clears his throat. He’s the big gun out of this group. The rest of these guys wish they had as much pull as him and are likely hoping to take his place one day. God help whatever band falls into their clutches. Steve is the only standup guy in the bunch. “Have you guys given additional thought into putting out more music in the future? We know you’re set on retirement, but our PR team has thought up lots of ways to spin it if you’ve changed your minds and decide to stay.” 
“Nope,” I answer for everyone, but as Steve scans their faces, the rest of them give the same response. None of us ever want to be under a label again, and with our status, we don’t have to be. 
“Fair enough. What about solo careers or playing with another band? Have you considered that?” 
Noah speaks up, finally reaching his frustration point. “I know we’ve had this discussion already, but let’s clarify it one last time. We’re not kids anymore. Darren has a baby on the way. I’m engaged. Wyatt is married. The time to enjoy life is now. Maybe we’ll come back to music, maybe we won’t, but I think I speak for everyone when I say solo careers and touring with or teaming up with other bands are not options. We always have been and always will be Bastards and Dangerous. The band isn’t going anywhere or breaking up. We’re just taking time to enjoy our families for a change.” 
Steve picks up his drink and leans back in his seat. “We figured as much, but my boss wouldn’t have been happy if I didn’t at least try asking.” 
The conversation shifts to tour-related topics, and I swear I feel a collective exhale between the five of us. Even Warren is ready to wrap it up at this point. A waitress brings a new round of drinks, practically purring at me as her fingers brush against my hand when she passes me mine. I flash her my signature smile, and she licks her lips. The elevator doors open and the girls step off, drawing my attention to them and rendering the waitress a memory. 
They look fantastic, especially Princess who’s in a tight, black skirt and a royal-blue silk top. Her hair is curled to perfection. I take a long draw from my whiskey and try paying attention to this meeting and not the image of me pulling her hair as we fuck that has invaded my mental space. 
After they’ve joined us, Anna scowls at one of the women who is perched close to Wyatt. Wyatt laces their fingers together, and Anna kisses his cheek to repay his attention. The other woman huffs as she storms off, and Anna catches my eye, smiling triumphantly. That’s my girl. 
Mel, on the other hand, looks uncomfortable, and when I follow Noah’s gaze, I catch Bob leering at her. Instead of taking his leave with Warren and the rest of the executives, he sticks around. One by one, the others leave to mingle and get drinks, but I stay in case Noah needs help. Soon enough, Bob launches into a story about knowing Mel’s parents and talking to her a little too personally. Noah scowls and leans forward, looking ready to give Bob a piece of his mind, but Mel puts Bob in his place all on her own. 
When Bob takes the hint and walks away, I follow and invite him to the bar for a drink. Stupid fucker takes me up on it too. With waitresses working the suite and Darren and Wyatt mingling, the bar area is relatively quiet. 
“Whiskey on the rocks,” I tell the bartender and drop a fifty into his tip jar. “Keep ‘em coming please.” 
“Yes, sir.” He turns toward Bob. “And you?” 
“Old Fashioned.” Bob drops nothing into the tip jar. Cheap fuck. Instead of taking the stool next to me, he remains standing to my right, still looking back toward Noah and Princess. Without consideration of any personal boundaries, he throws his arm over my shoulder and nudges his head in their direction. “She’s a hot piece of ass.” 
Gripping my glass tightly, I shrug out of his embrace and turn around. “Who?” 
“Mellie Sunshine.” 
“You know damn well that’s not her name.” I toss back my drink, and there’s another in my hand instantly. 
Ignoring me, he continues, “What I wouldn’t do to slide her tight little pussy over my cock.” 
“Do you have a cock, Bob? I mean I know you have one, but rumor has it that it doesn’t work well and it’s smaller than my pinky, even with the little blue pill.” 
Bob chokes on his drink and takes a step back. His cheeks redden with embarrassment and maybe a bit of anger. “Why are you being a dick, Weston?” 
I jump off my seat and back him up against the wall. Thankfully, we’re in a corner, and the only person who can see us from where we stand is the bartender, who I’ll tip even better for his discretion. 
“Listen, Bob, I’ve put up with a lot of shit from you over the years. You’re an over-eager, condescending piece of shit with little man syndrome. Even still, I’ve tolerated you to keep the peace. You just crossed a line. You’re on the clock, at a work function, and you’re leering at the fiancée of one of the men you work for.” 
“I don’t work for you,” he spits out, and my condescending laugh only pisses him off more. 
“Don’t fool yourself. You work for us, and I guarantee, before this party is over, you’ll receive a call letting you know just how much pull I have over you. You should be careful who you run your mouth to, Bob. The wrong person can put you in a world of trouble.” 
“Is there a problem here?” Mac growls, ready to kick Bob’s ass. 
“N-n-no, no problem at all,” Bob stutters as his skin tone begins returning to its normal pasty white. 
“Keep an eye on him tonight, Mac. Bob doesn’t seem to know when he’s crossing a line when it comes to Amelia.” 
“That so?” Mac steps closer and crosses his arms as Bob flinches and takes a step back. 
“I gotta take a leak.” After excusing myself, I storm off and duck into one of the bedrooms, locking the door behind me. Then I pull out my phone and call the number I’ve only had to use twice in ten years. 
“Sawyer, what’s going on? Aren’t you supposed to be surrounded by gorgeous women right now?” 
Ryan Meadows is the owner of our label, and unlike Bob, his business is his priority, not getting laid. 
“There are plenty of women here. In fact, I’m calling about a particular one. Amelia Greyson.” 
“Of course. How is that working out for you guys?” I can hear his smile.
“Great, except tonight. Listen, you need to get Bob off our account. Move him, or whatever you have to do. Although, if you’d like to avoid a lawsuit, I’d fire his ass if I were you.” 
“All right, Weston, you’ve got my attention. What happened?” 
I spend the next few minutes filling him in on Bob’s shit. Even going back to how he tried pushing Noah to perform after his accident. Ryan lets loose a string of profanities on the other end of the line. 
“Consider it taken care of, Sawyer. I’ve wanted to fire him for a while now but needed cause to back it up. You’ve just given me more than enough ammunition. Keep this between us for now, please. I’m going to dangle a position in front of him, one he’s been salivating over for a long time. Not only will that get him to leave the party but it’ll bring him back to the office so I can fire him face to face. I’ve been waiting a long time to do this.” 
I take a seat on the bed as the tension seeps out of my body. “Sure, I’ll keep it quiet. Thanks for taking care of it.” 
“No problem. Need anything else while you have my attention?” 
“That’s all. Thanks for taking my call.” 
His boisterous laugh greets my ears. “As if I’d let my number-one star go to voicemail. Have a good night, Sawyer, and enjoy the party.” 
I lean back on the bed and blow out an exhausted sigh. There’s not even a minute to relax before someone is knocking on the door and I have to plaster a fake smile on my face once again. 
“Oh, thank God!” Belle pushes past me. 
“Need the room?” 
Darren laughs as she calls out over her shoulder. “Need the restroom. My poor bladder!” 
Darren shakes his head in her wake. “Why are you locked in here? Are you okay?” 
“I’m fine now. Just got off the phone with Meadows. He’s about to fire Bob.” 
“No shit?” Darren flashes a wicked smile. “He just bolted out of her grinning like a fool and saying something about a new promotion.” 
“Yeah, Ryan wanted to tell him in person. Apparently, he likes Bob about as much as we do. That fucker said some extremely inappropriate shit about Mel tonight. I’d had enough.” 
Darren eyes me cautiously. “You sure that was your call to make?” 
“She’s our employee above all else. Someone had to take care of it. Besides, it’s obvious Noah isn’t doing well tonight. He doesn’t need another thing on his plate.” 
The water turns on in the bathroom, and Darren pats me on the shoulder. “Be careful, Sawyer. You’re walking a fine line right now.” 
“I’m not going to do anything stupid. This was necessary.” 
Belle joins us, and as they walk away, Darren turns back around. “Try to remember that later when you’re drunk. These parties always bring out the worst in you.” 
He’s right, but I won’t give him the satisfaction of knowing it. Being rid of Bob for good has me feeling fan-fucking-tastic right now. 
“Yes, dad. I’ll be on my best behavior and be sure to use my prophylactics.”
“Sarcastic fuck.” 
“Always,” I reply and follow them back out to the party. 
 




Nothing Good Happens After Midnight
I couldn’t tell you how many drinks I’ve had tonight. Or begin to count how many different women have draped themselves over my body at one point or another. Typically, I can lose myself in these women without a problem, but not tonight. I took the self-punishment route and sat at the bar with Noah and Mel in my direct line of sight. 
They stayed in that dark nook all night, and although it was more than evident Noah began to feel worse as the night dragged on, it didn’t stop him from caressing every inch of her delectable body he could reach. Not that I can blame him. If it were me, I’d probably have gotten her off in front of everyone. The image is clear in my mind: me stifling her sexy moans with my tongue and then licking her sensual release from my fingers one by one. My cock stiffens at the thought, and the woman in my lap takes it as an invitation to lick my neck and whisper sexy obscenities into my ear. 
She’s going to be the one to shut down this party with me tonight. As I pull her closer to me with both hands on her ass, Noah and Mel gather their things and head our way. My dick jumps even more at the sway of her hips and the way those heels make her legs seem to go on for miles. 
“She’s hot, and I’m bi. Think she’d be up for joining us?” the girl in my lap whispers. For a moment, I let the image of Princess and her together invade my thoughts. As they get closer, I quickly rein in those thoughts. 
“As much as I’d love to see that, they don’t like to share.” 
“Too bad,” she muses, and I dip my finger into the whiskey shot on the counter and let her lick it off. The way she sucks me, I have no doubt my dick will be receiving stellar treatment later. 
“We’re going to get going. I’ve got a killer headache,” Noah nearly whispers. 
If I weren’t so drunk, I’d feel bad for the inappropriate thoughts I was just having about Mel. But if I can blame it on something other than myself for a change, I’m not going to worry about it. 
“Do you want me to come with you?” 
“Nah, you stay and have fun. Just … you know, be careful. Warren and Sam already told us you’ve got everything under control, but call me if you need something, okay?” 
He doesn’t want me calling him for the one thing I need. “Yeah, of course. If you get worse, let me know.” 
“I’ll take care of him, I promise.” Mel slides her arm through his, and Darren joins us. 
“Can you guys wait with Veronica and Belle? I need to talk to Sawyer for a minute. I can meet you at the limo if you want to head down.” 
Noah pats Darren’s shoulder. “Sure, we’ll meet you at the car. The sooner I can get out of all this noise and light, the better. See you tomorrow, Sawyer.” 
“Later.” I don’t hesitate to watch Mel’s luscious ass as they walk away. The girl in my lap isn’t paying one bit of attention as she blazes a trail of kisses down my neck. 
“Sweetheart, would you mind giving us a moment while we talk?” 
She eyes Darren like he’s her favorite midnight snack. “What about him? I wouldn’t mind having both holes filled tonight.” 
“Sorry, babe.” Darren flashes her his fan smile. “That might have happened six months ago, but I’m taken these days.” 
She shrugs and slips off my lap. “Your loss. I’m going to use the restroom.” 
“She’s hot.” 
“She’s all right,” I mumble before tossing back a shot. “She wanted to fuck Princess and me. Do you know how sexy that would be?” 
“Sawyer … maybe you should come back to the hotel with us. I don’t like leaving you this fucked up by yourself.” 
“Why all the hovering all of a sudden?” 
“Nothing good ever happens after midnight,” he replies, using a line my dad has used since we were old enough to try breaking curfew. 
“You and I both know that doesn’t apply to rock stars.” 
Our phones go off at the same time. It’s a text from Mac telling us the suite is clear except for me, Darren, and the girl in the bathroom and that he’s heading to the limo with Noah and the girls. 
“It especially applies to rock stars. Don’t do anything stupid tonight. Please.” 
“You mean like drunk dial her and tell her how I feel?” His eyes widen, and I pat his shoulder. “Don’t worry. Even I wouldn’t do that. You’re lucky I like Belle so much, or I might try to convince you to stay.” 
 “You know, maybe Belle and I should stay in one of the rooms. Let me get her and we’ll come back up. That way—”
“I don’t need a babysitter, and Belle doesn’t need to hear me fucking a groupie just like I don’t need to hear you and Belle. If I need anything, you’ll be my first call.” 
“You promise?” he asks, but his relief is already written all over his face. 
“Promise. Get out of here and go spend time with your girl.” 
When the elevator doors close behind Darren, I grab the bottle of whiskey and debate another glass. If I drink much more, I’m going to regret it. My heart and dick are at odds with each other right now, though, and I need to drown out my heart. 
“Are we alone now?” a voice calls from the bedroom, and for once I wish I could remember her name. 
“We sure are, sexy.” Taking a drink straight from the bottle, I make my way to the couch and take a seat. When she comes out of the bedroom, she’s completely naked. I rake my eyes over her incredible body and know I chose well. She is by far one of the hottest girls here tonight, even if she’s not the one I want. 
“You’re wearing far too many clothes,” the woman purrs as she confidently strides toward me and straddles my lap. 
I slide my hand between her legs. She’s already wet for me. I bring the bottle to my lips for another drink, and when I’m finished, she takes it from me. Our eyes lock as she rims the opening of the bottle with her tongue, teasing me with good things to come, but my dick isn’t responding. 
She leans over and places the bottle on the table and slides her mouth to mine. I turn my head; I don’t want to kiss her. I’m not even sure I want to fuck her. I should probably make up my mind since I’ve spent the last few minutes mindlessly fingering her. 
“I want to fuck you.” Her soft voice caresses my ear as she works to unbuckle my belt. 
Suddenly, this is the last thing I want to be doing right now. “Look, I’m sorry. I think … I think I had too much to drink.” 
She drops her hand to my cock, trying to pump it the best she can through the denim of my jeans. 
“You have got to be kidding me.” 
“Sorry, babe. It happens sometimes.” 
She flashes me an evil glare and pulls my hand from her pussy. “You bastard. This isn’t whiskey dick. I fucking know whiskey dick. You’ve got some sick fucking obsession with your brother’s fiancée. Does he know?” She scrambles off my lap and looks down at me, her arms crossed over her chest. 
“There’s nothing to know.” 
“Bullshit. Maybe he should know. Maybe I should blast it to all the social media tabloids I can find. Sawyer Weston’s dick only rises for his soon-to-be sister-in-law. If that isn’t some shit.” 
“I said I was sorry, and I meant it.” 
She storms into the bedroom and comes back fully dressed. 
“You know, you should consider yourself lucky that I have a high level of self-esteem. Before you had your hand deep in my pussy, you were hard as a rock. And even though I think you’re a son of a bitch, I’m going to give you some advice. Tell your brother how you feel because this won’t end well if you don’t. The longing in your eyes when you look at her is pathetically obvious. Do yourself a favor and get this off your chest and out of your system before you do something incredibly stupid like fucking your brother’s wife.” 
Her eyes flare furiously, but she’s right. I should talk this out with Noah. Tonight. 
“I’m going to be more of an asshole, so forgive me in advance. What is your name?” 
She huffs and crosses her arms. “Oh my God, seriously? Why does this even surprise me? My name is Grace.” 
“Gorgeous name for a gorgeous girl. Thank you, Grace. I’m sorry I’m an asshole.” 
She looks me over me from head to toe and shakes her head. “You’re a mess, Weston. I noticed it earlier and chalked it up to your lifestyle, but now I’m not so sure. Do me a favor and I’ll forgive you.” 
“What’s that?” 
“That producer guy or whatever he was … Steve. Which room is his? I gave him my number, but now that this isn’t working out, I want to go surprise him.” 
I probably shouldn’t tell her, but I also know there is a guard outside who will keep her out if it isn’t okay. “One floor down. It’s the suite at the end of the hall. I think he left with someone though.” 
Grace gathers her purse and smiles. “Yup. Gorgeous blonde. She’s a good friend of mine. Steve will be in for a wild night. Too bad you’re an asshole and missed your shot.” 
She has no idea how much I’d rather be sandwiched between two hot women right now instead of dealing with my fucked-up feelings head-on. 
“Yeah, too bad.” 
“Well, it was nice to meet you, fucker.” 
I laugh, and as she waits for the elevator to open, she turns around one more time before stepping inside. “Sawyer, I hope you get your shit together.” 
Me too. 
“Blurry” by Puddle of Mudd plays in the background, and it seems oddly appropriate. 
Making myself comfortable on a plush barstool, I toss back what has to be my last shot and spin the chair around to inspect the room. It seems unnaturally empty, especially with the music playing so softly in the background. Typically, I cherish my alone time, but being alone is the last thing I want right now. I’m tired of being alone, of putting everyone else’s needs in front of mine. For once, I want to do something for me. I want my heart to be full and for the woman I love to know how much she means to me. Grace was right; I should talk this out with Noah and tell him I’ve been lying for months. He should know I’m still in love with Mel. 
I think he’d want me to be happy. Sure, at first it would hurt like a bitch, but I’ve never asked Noah for anything before. Except his forgiveness—which he gave. Do I really think he’d give it again? Dammit! Why do we always have to fall for the same girl? It’s always this sick, twisted fate for us. I’m tired of it, and for the love of God, I kissed her first. We felt that kiss in every cell of our bodies. It was the sort of kiss that happens when the stars and the heavens align just right. Maybe it was a fluke, but I’d have to kiss her again to know for sure. 
Fuck it. I’m calling Noah. 
I will not chicken out, I tell myself repeatedly as the phone rings. Noah may be angry, but he will always love me. What I don’t expect is to hear Mel’s sleepy voice on the other end of the line. 
“Hey, what’s going on?” 
“Princess, I need to talk to Noah, it’s important,” I slur. 
“He’s sleeping. His headache got worse and he had to take those pain pills.” 
“Shit. Can you come over to the hotel? I sent everyone home and now I don’t have a ride. Can you come and get me?” Totally not a lie, but I know asking her here is trouble. I also don’t care. For once in my life, I want something just for me. 
“Can I send Ryan or Mac?” She sounds frustrated, and my cock stirs to attention. Of course. 
“No, Princess. Well … yeah. Make sure one of them drives you, but I need you to come up to the room and get me. Please …” 
“Okay, I’ll be there soon.” 
“Thanks, Princess.” 
What the hell am I going to do now? I wanted to talk to Noah, but maybe this is better. Maybe if I explain myself to her first, we can talk to Noah together. Break it to him a little easier. 
But she’d have to choose me, and she hasn’t picked me yet. I know she has feelings for me, I just need to know how to bring them to the surface. 
As I sip on my drink, I think about calling Darren. Instead of interrupting him, I text. If he and Belle are getting it on, he won’t bother checking his phone. 
I’m going to tell her I love her.


Darren doesn’t reply, but I didn’t expect him to. If I were him, I’d be making this a goodbye for the books. 
While I sit at the bar, my drunken thoughts shift to Noah. I’m lucky to have a brother like him. He’d do anything for me, and I was an idiot to even consider telling him about my feelings for Mel. It’s a good thing he didn’t answer the phone. God, what was I thinking? 
My stomach rumbles at the lack of food, or maybe it’s all the alcohol, but before I figure out which, the elevator doors slide open. 
Ryan steps out, followed by Princess who is wearing a cautious look on her pretty little face. Even in boots, jeans, and a sweater, she’s a walking dream come true. 
“Sawyer, are you ready to go?” 
“Princess! What are you doing here?” Damn, she’s a sight for sore eyes. 
“You called Noah, remember? I told you he couldn’t come and then you asked me to.” 
Shit, that seems like days ago. I already decided not to talk to Noah, but maybe I should follow his fate shit and take her presence as a sign. “Oh yeah, I remember. Hey, Ryan? Can you give me and Princess a few minutes alone? I need to talk to her about something.” 
“Sure thing, boss,” Ryan answers, stepping into one of the other rooms. 
“What’s going on, Sawyer? How long have you been here alone?” 
Huh? She’s worried about me. That’s new. No one ever seems to worry about me like I worry about them. “Not sure. I kicked the last girl out a little while after you left. She wasn’t happy with me, though, she cussed me out something fierce.” If Princess only knew my dick rises exclusively for her these days. Just thinking about Mel’s reaction has me cracking up. I wonder if she’d find it flattering? She should. Causing my cock to flop must be a fucking superpower of hers. 
“I thought you were keeping the room for just the occasion?” 
The only occasion I want this room for right now is so the two of us can christen every inch of it with our bodies. Hell, who am I kidding? I’d be happy to curl up in bed together like that night on the bus. The thought of being close to her again makes me wish Noah were here so he could talk me off the ledge with this whole thing. 
“Yeah, well … some things are bigger than pussy, you know?” I pour myself another drink, regretting it before I even bring it to my lips. Princess pulls it from my hands and places it in front of her. “Sorry, Princess, I should have offered you one. Fuck … I wish Noah would have come.” 
“You can talk to me, Sawyer. What did you want to tell Noah? Maybe I can help.” 
“Nah, I don’t think so. I was going to tell Noah not to marry you.” The words fly out of my mouth, and instead of focusing on the hurt expression on her face, I flash her a fake smile. “Do you want a drink?” 
“No, I want to know why you don’t want Noah and me to get married.” 
I give her my panty-melting smirk and hope she’ll drop this because I’m about to tell her everything. “Now that I can’t tell you. It’s a secret.” 
“People shouldn’t keep secrets, Sawyer. Secrets only bring hurt.” 
Fuck it. If she wants to play it this way, I’m down. “Like you don’t keep secrets. You never told Noah I propositioned you on the bus.” 
 “All right, some secrets are better to keep because the end result can hurt more.” Her words are laced with pain.
I slip off my stool to put some space between us, but my body went the wrong way and I’m inches from her. “And that’s why I can’t tell you. It would hurt too much.” 
When I start backing away, she reaches for me. Her touch sears into my skin, igniting every cell in my body. Then she locks those gorgeous eyes on mine and I can’t look away. I won’t, “Sawyer, please …” 
The sound of her begging is my complete undoing. I’ve imagined her saying those words many times. In my fantasies, though, a variation of sexual positions has her begging. It’s never like this, never with me drunk, vulnerable, and so head-over-heels in love with my Princess that I barely know who I am anymore. I have to know. I have to try … one last time. 
“Amelia …” 
Her eyes widen with my whispered plea. I’m about to give her everything I am, and I can only pray to any god who will listen that she doesn’t shatter my heart and soul into pieces. Inching closer, I pull her face to mine until our foreheads touch. She sucks in a breath, and I know she feels it too. This pull between us, this undeniable chemistry, is stronger than both of us. With our eyes locked onto each other, I try conveying without words how sorry I am for what I’m about to do. Hopefully, Noah will also be able to forgive me someday. 
“Sawyer,” she whispers as I press my finger against her lips. Her cheeks flush with desire, and my cock twitches as I realize how much she’s affected by me. 
“Pick me, Amelia. I’m a selfish bastard, and it will tear my brother apart, but he doesn’t need you like I do. I need you, Amelia. You’re the only one who has ever brought me to life.” 
Without a second thought, I drop my lips to hers and nearly fall to my knees as I feel her very essence seep into my veins. She opens to me fervently, and as my tongue caresses hers in the sweetest kiss I’ve ever had, she moans with pleasure as she leans into me. This is everything I’ve ever wanted, and I don’t care how wrong it is, or about the dire consequences, all I care about is how she makes me feel. Just as I’m about to unleash all my desires onto her, she pulls away breathlessly. The fearful expression on her face is nothing compared to the sorrow and disgust in her eyes. 
“Sawyer …” she gasps. 
As she bends over, gripping her stomach as if she may vomit, I realize how much I repulse her and how big of a line I just crossed. My eyes fill with tears as all the love I felt infuse into my veins seeps out as quickly as it went in. She’s like heroin, the worst kind of addiction but so euphoric and pleasureful it’s worth even the most catastrophic aftereffects just to experience her. 
“It’s okay, Princess. I know you’re in love with him, but I had to try, right?” I shrug nonchalantly as if the terror-filled expression she’s wearing isn’t gutting me from the inside out. 
“It’s not only that,” she says, and for a brief second, I wonder if her whispered words could mean something more. Then she drops a bomb that crashes down on my soul with an impact I couldn’t have braced for if I tried. “Sawyer, I’m pregnant.” 
I stumble back onto my barstool, head hanging in shame as I try to absorb the enormity of what she just said. “Out of all the things wrong with this situation, that makes me the biggest asshole on the planet. Fuck. Mel, you need to go.” 
She looks at me with a horror-filled expression but quickly schools it. “I’m here to take you home, remember?” 
Calling her was the worst mistake of my life. Fuck. I should have listened to Darren. “Call Darren, will you? Have him come and get me. I need to talk to him. Fuck, Mel! Does Noah even know?” 
Noah is going to be a dad, and I just kissed my future niece or nephew’s mom. My brother’s fiancée. I’m an awful person. 
“No, he doesn’t. I only found out before we got here. I wanted it to sink in a bit. This is all he’s ever wanted for his future, but this dream isn’t mine.” 
Dammit! I don’t want to know Noah is having a baby before he does. What if she doesn’t want the baby? I can’t keep this kind of secret from him. This is why she’s been so unhappy lately. 
I finally find my voice through all the turmoil in my head. “You are keeping the baby, right?” 
“Yes. How could I not? All I ever want to do is make Noah happy, and this will be the best gift I could ever give him … but I’d be lying if I said I’d wished for it to happen. At least not yet. He only just asked me to marry him. And now … boom … built-in wife and kid. We won’t ever know what our life could have been like together before building on our love. Besides, I’m not quite sure I’m mom material, but I guess I’m about to find out.” 
I cross my arms on the bar and lay my head on top of them, hoping to stop my world from spinning out of control. Or at least maybe it will help keep the room from spinning. “This is so fucked up.”
“Please don’t tell him, Sawyer. Let me be the one to give him the news.” 
All my anger simmers to the surface as I lift my head and lock my eyes on hers. “Which part, Mel? Don’t tell him you’re having his love child, or don’t tell him I just begged my brother’s fiancée and baby mama to leave him for his fucked-up twin? Jesus, what’s wrong with me? I fucking love Noah more than anything yet I can’t get you out of my head!” 
Nothing is going to stop the spinning, so I might as well get drunk enough to pass out. I reach for the whiskey and take a swig straight from the bottle as she watches with concern. I set down the bottle only to pick it right back up and take another gulp. My throat burns as the alcohol goes down, but I can handle this kind of pain if it numbs the rest. Tears are flowing freely down my cheeks, and I don’t care that she’s watching me cry. Hopefully, I won’t remember any of this tomorrow. 
“Don’t tell him about the baby, Sawyer, please. As for what just happened between us … Noah will never know. It would kill him and your relationship, and I don’t ever want to be the cause of that. I love you both, you’re my family. Promise me, Sawyer, we’ll move forward, but Noah can never know this happened because as far as I’m concerned, it didn’t.”
My heart stutters as I process her words and wipe away my tears. 
“You’d do that for me? I don’t get it, Mel, why?”
She laces her fingers through mine and squeezes hard. It’s painful because we’ll never have this closeness again. 
“Because you’re my family, Sawyer, and just because I’m in love with your brother doesn’t mean I’m not allowed to love you too. This baby is going to need its uncle and if Noah finds out you kissed me and I let you, there is nothing good that can come from it. This will never happen again, Sawyer. I’m madly and deeply in love with Noah and even though the timing sucks, we are having a baby. Babies deserve happy families all the way around, don’t they?” 
She’s in love with Noah. 
They’re having a baby. 
If I can remember that and accept it, we’ll all be okay. 
But the way she pleads with me, I know there’s something deeper. She does have feelings for me, but we can’t act on them. This baby changes everything, for better or worse. 
“They do, and regardless of how you feel right now, you’re going to be the best mom, Mel. Never doubt that for a second.”
She forces a smile and squeezes my hand again. 
“We’ll see, I guess. But Sawyer, this is important. I need you to know Noah means everything to me. He’s what is right in my life and I adore him. I care for you and let myself get sucked into a weak moment, and I’m going to have to live with that, just like you are, but this can’t happen again. Promise me.” 
What else can I do? There’s nothing left except to figure out a way to get over her. To let my love for her go. With an exhausted sigh, I make a promise I’m not sure I’ll be able to keep. 
“I promise, Mel. Noah will never know. Can you please get Darren over here?” 
“Yeah, let me see what I can do.”
It couldn’t have been more than fifteen minutes from when Mel called Darren to when he got to the hotel, but as we sat in the most uncomfortable silence I’ve ever experienced, it might as well have been fifteen hours. 
Darren storms into the room with fury raging across his face, but once he looks between us, his body sags in understanding. 
“You told her, didn’t you?” Darren asks, but he already knows the answer to this question. Mel hugs him and thanks him for coming before asking him to find Ryan for her. Then she turns to me, places a kiss on my cheek—which feels like the kiss of death—and hugs me too. Pain lances through my heart with the knowledge this is the end of my sick little obsession. Once again, I wish I wasn’t second choice to Noah. 
“You’re my family, Sawyer, and my friend … for life. Please don’t let this moment in time mess that up for us. I’m not angry, I just want you to have what Noah and I do, and I know someday you’re going to find it with the perfect girl for you.” 
I’m not the only one whose eyes fill with tears, but it’s not until she reaches the elevator that I finally answer her. “You’re my family too, Mel … always.” 
Before I can regret it, and before Darren can stop me, I send her a link to the video for “What We Can Never Have” by Fuel. I don’t expect her to reply, but when she does, everything hurts that much more. She sends me a link to “The Story Never Ends” by Lauv, and it only once again proves this girl is meant for me, not Noah. 




Letting Go
Darren takes a seat on the couch, and I stumble over to him as he pours himself a drink. With a slight shake of his head, he takes in my rumpled appearance and knocks back his drink. “You were supposed to call me first.” 
“I know, and you have no idea how much I wish I had. I’m sorry for fucking up your last night.” 
“It’s all right. You didn’t interrupt anything. We were already sleeping. Talk to me, Sawyer. What kind of mess are we facing later today?” 
“Let’s toast, first,” I say, raising my glass. 
Darren shakes his head “You’ve had enough, don’t you think?” 
“One more. I promise it’s worth it.” 
Reluctantly, he fills a glass and holds it up. “What are we toasting?” 
“Noah and Mel are having a baby.” 
“Oh, fuck me.” Darren’s eyes widen, and we toss back our drinks at the same time. 
“I’m happy for him.” 
Darren nods. “I know you are, Sawyer. You love Noah.” 
“I’m also totally and completely fucking gutted.” The tears start flowing again as I think of everything I’ll never have. 
“How about you fill me in from the beginning.” 
Darren forces me to drink a bunch of water as I tell him about the evening's events. 
“I can’t believe you took the advice of some groupie to come clean to Noah once and for all. It’s just your fucking luck you got Mel instead. Do you think she’ll keep it secret?” 
“I think she’ll try, but I’m not sure if the guilt will break her or not. I should probably tell him myself and deal with the consequences. He won’t leave the tour, but we may have to swap buses.” 
“I’m not even sure what to say at this point,” he admits sadly. 
“Join the club. You know what’s messed up? I’ve waited my entire life to fall in love with her and never even realized it. All these years, all those women rotating in and out of my bed, and I never felt a connection. Maybe that’s why I never thought I’d settle down with someone. Because I’d never felt what love was supposed to be like.” 
“Come on, Sawyer …” 
“What? It’s true. As usual, I came in second. I can’t even have the woman who was meant to be mine because she was also meant to be Noah’s.” 
Darren looks at his watch and passes me another bottle of water before patting me on the shoulder like I’m a pathetic puppy. 
“You’ve had a lot to drink, and you’re emotional, but I don’t think the universe works that way, Sawyer. I think you finally let your guard down long enough to actually let someone in. Maybe next time you’ll feel something even more intense than what you feel with Mel.” 
“I’m pretty sure the universe works exactly that way. One soul mate for everyone, and if you miss out, it’s your loss. Besides, I don’t think I want to feel anything like this again. I’m just going to go back to fucking. Fucking, I’m good at, but feelings? Not so much.” 
Darren yawns and leans back on the couch. 
“You know what? Let’s go. Tonight has been enough of a shit show without you missing the last few hours you have with Belle. We can talk more tomorrow, or not. If I’m lucky, I’ll forget tonight ever happened.” 
“You know damn well tonight is going to be seared into your memory. Before we go anywhere, we have some important shit to hash out.” 
He’s right; there’s no way I’ll ever forget anything about tonight. Not the way that kiss is permanently branded onto my heart, and I won’t be able to forget this pain that radiates through my soul. 
“What else is there to talk about?” 
He gives me a pointed stare. “How about the fact that once your sadness wears off your anger is going to take over like it always does? Noah isn’t going to understand why you’re raging, especially when he finds out he’s having a baby. How are you going to fake what you already know?” 
“I won’t have to fake being happy for Noah. I am happy for him. I’ll get past this soon enough, and we’ll be tighter than ever.” 
“So you’re not angry with Noah for getting the girl?” 
“Fuck, Darren! Why are you pushing this?” 
He crosses his arms and glares at me. “Because someone has to before the shit hits the fan.” 
“Yes, okay? I’m mad Noah got my girl, but I’m not angry he got his girl.”
“That makes no fucking sense.” 
“If you lined up every person I know in front of me and said, ‘You can only pick one, but all their dreams would come true,’ Noah would be my one. So yes, the wife, the kids, the girl, his every happiness, I want him to have it all. He deserves it. Noah is a fucking saint; you know that as much as I do. There isn’t a mean bone in his body. But for tonight, the next few days or weeks or whatever it takes, I’m going to be mad. Mad that my girl got away, mad that my Princess didn’t pick me. But I’m not angry with them for finding each other and being happy. I’m only angry with myself for falling in love with someone who was never mine to have in the first place.” 
A small smile kicks up at the corner of his mouth. “Okay then.” 
Fucking finally. “Okay.” 
“I have one more question, and then we can go back.” 
With a groan, I sit forward and prop my elbows on my knees. “What is it?” 
“How did Mel act when she told you she was pregnant? It seems … strange she would tell you before Noah.” 
“She seemed really fucking sad, Darren. She said this wasn’t the plan she had for her life. I asked her if she was keeping it, and she said yes, but … without a doubt, she’s unsettled about the whole thing.” 
“Belle doesn’t know, at least I don’t think she does. I don’t like knowing this before Noah or Belle.” 
We stand and look around, making sure nothing is left behind aside from my shattered dreams. When we step inside the elevator, I finally reply, “I don’t like it either. I’m not sure how I’m going to look Noah in the eyes tomorrow as it is. But keeping something like this from him, even for an hour, is going to be torture.” 

My head is pounding almost as loudly as whoever is banging on my door. I crawl out of bed and fling the door open. 
“Morning sunshine,” Darren says, holding out a bottle of water and a handful of ibuprofen. 
“Thanks.” I reach for the pills and immediately swallow them. “You look like shit.” 
He laughs, and my head yells in protest. “Right back at you. At least you got to sleep a little longer. I got up two hours ago to say bye to Belle and Veronica.” 
“I’m sorry,” I say, wincing as each step I take reverberates through my head. This is one hell of a hangover. 
“I’m all right. I’m not the one who drank double his weight in whiskey last night and had his heart stomped on.” 
Everything from the night before comes flooding back to me in a painful reminder. “Can you text me when Noah and Wyatt get to breakfast? I’m going to shower and go talk to Mel so we can get our story straight. I need to know what to prepare for with Noah today.” 
“I’m already on it. I told Wyatt we were running late and to text me. I’m going to talk to Mel while you shower. I think our best course of action is to keep everything as close to the truth as possible. You called Noah for help, Mel came instead and then called me for reinforcement. Aside from the kiss and the baby news, it’s the truth.” 
“That sounds good, thanks. And thanks for last night.” 
Darren waves me off. “That’s what friends are for. I’ll text you when I leave Mel’s room so you can talk to her too. Then we’ll meet up and head down to breakfast together.” 
I lock the door behind him and head for the shower. If I’m going to visit Mel and apologize, I can at least make sure I don’t smell like I rolled in a vat of alcohol. Once I’m showered and dressed, I feel marginally better. I’m hopeful a pot of coffee will wake me up enough to do our interviews today and get through our show tonight. It only takes me a couple of minutes to get to Mel and Noah’s room once Darren texts me. I pause momentarily outside her door but finally work up the courage to knock. 
When she opens the door, she looks awful, but she motions for me to come inside. I’ll take it as a small victory. 
“Morning, Mel.” She cringes at my greeting, and I feel the knife burrow deeper in my heart. She can’t stand me anymore. We have to get past this, so I push forward with small talk. “Noah sent a text that you’re sick. Are you? Or are you hiding because of me?” 
She sits on the bed and points to the chair directly across from her, and I take a seat. 
“I’m not hiding, Sawyer. Noah says I have a fever. It’s probably just a cold, I’m sure I’ll feel better tomorrow.” She pauses and looks me over with an assessing gaze. “How are you feeling, Sawyer?” 
I meet her gaze head-on. “Like a fool.” 
“No, Sawyer, don’t. You followed your heart and you should never feel foolish for that. I wish I could be who you need me to be. I want that for you. Someday you’re going to find someone, and when you lay your heart on the line, she’ll be ecstatic you chose her.” 
This is why she and Noah deserve each other—they’re good people. She should be damning me to hell right now, and instead, she’s wishing for my happiness. 
“Can I ask you something?” 
She gives me a genuine smile, and I swear I can feel my heart breaking into smaller pieces. “Always.” 
“Was it just in my head? We have … had chemistry, right? Please, Princess, tell me I’m not delusional.” 
Her expression softens, probably because I’m practically begging her for validation. This will be the last time I beg her for anything, I hope, but I have to know I’m not crazy. 
“No, it wasn’t in your head, Sawyer. It just wasn’t meant to be. If things had worked out differently, you’re exactly the kind of guy I would have fallen head over heels for. But Noah, he stole my heart and, temporarily, my uterus.” 

“Yeah, well, if I had to lose out to anyone, Noah is the person I’d fall on my sword for every time. I’m sorry about last night, I overstepped. I’m willing to tell him so we don’t have to keep this secret between us. About the kiss, not the baby … that one is all you.” I flash her a smile that I hope she can tell is real. I might not be happy in my personal life right now, but I’m excited about the new addition to our family. 
“I’m not a deceitful person, and I try to live by the truth in everything. But sometimes keeping secrets in extreme circumstances is the best thing. Your brother worships you, just as much as you do him. I’m the first to admit I don’t understand the twin connection, but I see it every day. You guys have this irrevocable bond that is going to be with you for the rest of your lives, but if you tell Noah we kissed, you’ll never get it back. He might forgive us, but things would never be the same. I could handle it. I’d be devastated, but if your relationship remained intact, I’d be okay. But I don’t think it will.” 
The gravity of her words settles over me. Noah and I have survived a lot of things, but even I’m not optimistic about getting past this. I don’t like keeping secrets from him, but to keep him in my life, I’ll keep this one until the day I die. 
“Me either, Mel. It won’t happen again. And now I know it wasn’t in my head, and Noah is your choice, I’ll leave you alone.” 
“Hey, I still need you in my life. As my friend, as my child’s uncle, and as my family. You and I will get past this too. And not to make this any more awkward, but if you’re going to stop calling me Princess, you should probably ease into it. It’s the only thing you’ve ever called me before last night.” 
“That can’t be true.” 
“Except for the night we met when you called me Princess Amelia, yeah, it is.” 
My laughter comes out full force, and my eyes fill with tears. I call her Mel all the time when I’m talking to other people, but I try to recall an instance where I’ve called her by her name directly, other than last night, and I can’t. Diane and Rory would skin me alive if they ever hear about this. 
“I’m pretty sure that makes me the world’s largest dick. I’ve got two sisters who consider pet names degrading and condescending. I’m sorry, Mel, really.” 
With a fondness I wouldn’t have expected, she replies, “Me too, because I really grew to love it.” 
A lump forms in my throat, and know I’ve got to get out of here before I lose it again. If only she weren’t so easy to talk to … to love. 
“Well, I’m really late for breakfast and I’m sure I’m going to hear all about it. I just didn’t want the day to pass without clearing things up between us. You’re one of a kind, Mel. Noah’s a lucky man. Not too many women would put family bonds above their own morals. Thank you.” 
She reaches for me, but I step toward the door knowing I can’t handle her touch. 
“We’re family now, too, Sawyer. Morals go out the door when you need to protect them.” Mel’s words stay in my mind long after she’s closed the door behind me. 
Darren is waiting in the hall, and I fly past him. I will not break down in this hallway, I tell myself again and again until I reach the stairwell. I run down countless flights of stairs as tears start streaming down my cheeks. My chest heaves, and Darren’s footsteps are a close echo behind me. 
“Sawyer, stop,” he calls out, slightly winded as we almost reach the third-floor landing. “You can’t go out there like this. Stop and let’s catch our breath and regroup.” 
I’m a fucking mess right now. When I hit the third-floor landing, I lean against the wall and slide down until I’m sitting on the floor. 
“Jesus, what happened with the two of you?” he gasps, sitting next to me. 
“Nothing happened. I don’t know how I can do this every day, Darren. She’s everything I never knew I wanted, and I’m so in love with her I can’t even catch my breath.” 
Finally, I allow myself to break. I’ve never experienced a broken heart before, and maybe part of it is because I’m tired and hungover, but I know I never want to feel like this again. 
“Sawyer, I’m so fucking sorry. I asked her if she was sure today, positive in choosing Noah, and she is.” 
I’m not surprised, but his words pierce my heart all the same. “I know, and that’s how it should be. God, I fucked up so bad last night. Noah is everything a woman could want. He’s kind and gentle and loving. He’d give his last meal away if someone were hungry. He does so many amazing things for total strangers, and what am I? 
“Come on, Sawyer, that’s not fair. You and Noah are different people, but that doesn’t make you any less deserving of love.” 
Speaking through a sob, I answer him, “No? I kissed the love of Noah’s life last night. Knowing she loves him, knowing how much he adores her, knowing she doesn’t want me. You’d think I would have learned. Look what I did with Marilyn!” 
Anger flashes in his eyes. “Don’t even go there. Marilyn played you guys. You weren’t yourself, you were on drugs, and you would never intentionally hurt Noah like that. Not then, not now.” 
“Wouldn’t I? I mean, isn’t that what I did last night?” 
“A kiss isn’t fucking, Sawyer. And no matter how much you care about Mel, I don’t believe you would have ever had sex with her unless she and Noah weren’t together.” 
I close my eyes and shake my head. “I was so drunk I think I would have.” 
“Thinking and acting are two different things.” 
“What do I do, Darren? This entire situation is fucked up. I can’t keep this from Noah. We don’t keep secrets, and this? Fuck.” 
He puts his hand on my knee, and I look up at him. “You have to, if not for Noah then for Mel. She wants you to bury it. She loves you and already considers you her family, and she said the last thing she wants is for her soon-to-be husband and his brother to have a falling out over her. This is her call. She wants to protect Noah and your relationship with him. So no, she might not love you the way you love her, but fuck Sawyer, she loves you the best way she can, as her brother and her friend.” 
“She’s a good person, just as good as Noah. She’s protecting me at the potential cost of her relationship.” 
Darren throws his arm over my shoulder “You’re doing the right thing. You’re backing away and wishing them well.” 
“Yeah, and I am happy for them, you know? It’s why I didn’t take it past that first kiss when we met because I want this for Noah and Amelia. I guess I got a good, long look at myself last night, and I didn’t like what I saw.” 
“What did you see?” 
With a sigh, I turn and look at him. “I saw a selfish man, and for the first time in my life, I wanted to be better. I want to be someone worth fighting for. Someday, maybe someone will want me like Mel wants Noah if I can change. And I want to be a better brother, the one Noah deserves, but I’m afraid the next few weeks aren’t going to be a very good start for us.” 
We stand, and as I go to step down, Darren grabs my arm. “I know things are hard for you right now. When you’re feeling shitty about yourself, it’s easy to forget who you are. You don’t have to try to be that man, Sawyer; you’re already him. Look at the Sunshine Project. Look at the college tuition program you put into place. We all contribute, but the idea was all yours.” 
I shake him off. “Those are things bought by money, and they speak nothing about me.” 
Darren’s shoulders slump as he begins walking down the stairs. “You’re wrong about that. Maybe money does buy those things, but you’re the person behind the action. The only difference between you and Noah is he wears his heart on his sleeve and you keep yours hidden under the asshole exterior you want everyone to see. Start being you for a change and you might be surprised at the changes you see.” 
Our phones go off at the same time, once again reminding us we’re late for breakfast and Warren isn’t happy. It’s going to be a long day. 

Later that night, I was finally settled into my bed after being summoned to Noah’s room. I laid in the dark and allowed the last twenty-four hours to wash over me. Mel told Noah they’re having a baby, and then they told everyone else. In that moment, I felt a peace come over me I haven’t felt in a long time. 
Seeing happiness exude from Noah’s pores was all I needed. It’s not going to be easy, but I’m going to start letting her go. My road to being a better brother begins now. All this drama and internal turmoil over Mel has been wreaking havoc on me. And for what? Some pussy? At the end of the day, no amount of stolen glances, brushed fingertips, or hot-as-fuck kisses are worth wrecking my relationship with my brother. 
From now on, I push ahead, go back to groupies if I want sex, and focus on being the best uncle I can be. My nieces adore me, and Noah’s kid will too. My family is going to be the center of my universe from this day forward. Mel will be part of that but not as the woman who inspires me but as the woman who made all my brother’s hopes and dreams come true. 
Maybe I’ll lay off the alcohol when I’m around her too. It seems like all it does is get me into trouble these days. 
 




In the Blink of an Eye
The next few months of the tour passed quickly, but so many things happened. Noah and Mel found out they were having a boy to offset Darren and Belle’s girl. I was finally going to have a nephew. 
Noah and I had some ups and downs, but one day—after being fed up with me, or maybe it was a last-ditch effort to bridge the gap between us—Noah invited me to Disney World. That day may have been the best day of my life to date. There was no drama or fighting, only fun and brotherly love. Mac was with us, which made it even more enjoyable. We bought out the park and shipped tons of toys and gifts home for the girls. I also invested a small fortune into a VIP family vacation for all of us next year. 
Noah chastised me over it, but once I told him I wanted it to be our new family tradition, he let it go. I think he realized it was my way of apologizing and admitting how much I missed him. 
When I had free time, I used it to work on our foundation. If Noah wasn’t off with Mel at appointments, he covertly helped me. Working together strengthened our bond and brought us closer than we’d been in a long time. As excited as we were to share the project with Mel, Noah wanted to wait until the dorm was complete before bringing her into the loop. Since we’d already waited so long, he wanted to make it special. 
As usual, I spent time during the day chatting with Luther and Harold while they were driving. Over the years, the three of us have become friends—hanging out with them is always a blast. The two of them are full of stories. Sometimes, they talk about their earlier days with other bands, but we usually talk about their families and life in general. 
At times, I feel guilty we’re keeping them from their families, but Harold is quick to remind me everyone has to have a job and this one is theirs. 
In April, Darren and Belle’s daughter Cadence made her entrance into the world and stole our hearts. Her tiny little fingers wrapped around mine the night she was born, and I think they wrapped around my heart at the same time. Suddenly, life seemed different. We were raising the next generation of our family, and it made me realize I wanted more than random groupies in my life. I wanted more, period. Not that I was ready to go looking for anyone because, every once in a while, I still ached for Amelia, but I wasn’t longing for her. It was progress. 
My friendship with Mel blossomed. It was like the night at the hotel never happened. Her happiness exuded from every pore, and her belly seemed to appear overnight. We had a small moment between us, but it wasn’t a romantic one. I think it was her extending the olive branch of familial love and me accepting it—happily. 
The two of us were on our bus doing our weekly interview. Mel had just sat down on the opposite end of the couch I was already on when she gasped. 
“Sawyer, come here!” 
I wasn’t sure if she was excited or if something was wrong, so I jumped up and went to her. She grabbed my hand and put it on her belly, and that’s when I felt it. Little Nate was kicking around inside her. 
“That’s him. My nephew is strong.” My smile was as wide as hers at that moment, and she covered my hand with hers. 
“You Weston men start your hell-raising early. I can’t imagine the trouble the two of you must have given your mom while she was pregnant.” 
Her hand resting on top of mine didn’t hurt. The love between us had shifted, and it felt good to share this moment with her and not be drowning in unrequited love. 
“Mom said it was like we were always playing kickball and her stomach was the ball.” 
Mel laughed, released my hand, and we went back to work. 
That moment was one I’ll never forget. The tide had shifted, at least for the moment. 

My phone dings with a notification from Facebook. The old Sawyer would have rolled his eyes, but the new me is smiling as I read Noah’s most recent post. 
 
You’ve probably seen this photo already, but I decided to start posting important updates to my page instead of letting only the media run with them. This is my fiancée, Amelia Greyson, and as you probably already know, we’re expecting. I’ve never used this page for much more than keeping up with my friends who I rarely get to see. I’m hoping that will change after our tour ends. If you’re on this page, it’s because you’re my friend and you’re important to me. I’ve never posted much about the band because what I do with my life isn’t who I am. This photo portrays me to the fullest. I’m a family man and always have been. This is your first look into my new family, but not your last. #BabyWestonComingSoon
 





I can’t even pretend to hate the hashtag because it’s completely Noah, and I’m almost as excited as he is about their baby. He’s planned to have the nursery decorated as a surprise for Mel, and since our shows just got canceled for a week due to tornado damage, I promised I’d oversee the project. 
Noah took the opportunity to whisk Mel off to some island paradise where they can enjoy being a couple a little while longer before baby Nate makes his appearance into the world. 
“God, can I tell you how excited I am to be home?” Belle squeals excitedly. 
Ryan flew home with the rest of us for some R&R while Mac is going to be getting his R&R with Noah and Mel. 
“You two are going to be busy making the rounds with Cadence all week. You’ll be wishing to go back out on tour,” Wyatt points out as Darren grabs a bottle for Cadence. 
Darren narrows his eyes at him. “No way. Other than my parents, everyone can come to us. I’m tired as shit.” 
“Amen to that. I’m looking forward to sleeping in my own bed with the sounds of the Pacific Ocean lulling me to sleep at night,” I say, leaning my head back against the headrest as Ryan navigates the freeway traffic. 
“I’m just looking forward to spending a week with Sam.” Warren yawns then chuckles. “Well, maybe after a few z’s.” 
Nobody will directly blame Cadence because we wouldn’t have it any other way, but since she arrived, I think everyone is a little sleep deprived. 
Anna and Sam were in L.A. this week anyway, so they’re going to meet us at the house when they get off work. By the time we unload, everyone heads to their rooms for a nap. We’ve all learned by now that if Cadence is sleeping, we should too. 
Once I get into my room, I kick off my shoes, open the windows, and strip down to my boxers before crawling under the blankets. 

I wake up refreshed and make a quick call to Jordan to see what’s going on at the bar tonight. After that’s figured out, I get dressed after a quick shower and head straight to the kitchen for some food and a beer. 
“Hey, sexy. Damn, I missed you.” Her voice reaches my ears before she hugs me from behind. Laughing, I pull her around to my front and wrap her tightly in my arms. 
“Shh, don’t let your husband hear how you proposition me. He’s already jealous I had you first, Bethie.” 
Her laugh is music to my ears, but she shoves against me. “You did not!” 
“Did too,” I say, reaching for a beer. “Want one?” 
“Yes, please.” She sits up at the counter and waits for me to open our drinks. 
I pass her a beer. “Where is Wyatt?” 
“Shower.” Her blush is all the evidence I need to know what they’ve been up to the past few hours. 
“Why didn’t you join him?” 
“Because he passed out afterward and I wasn’t tired. I showered while he slept, and when he finally woke up, I came out here when I heard you leave your room.” 
“Aww, did you miss me, Bethie?” 
“Not as much as you missed me, I’m sure.” 
Leaning down, I place a kiss on top of her head. “You’re probably right about that.” 
“Stop mauling my wife.” 
I look up at Wyatt’s smiling face. This guy couldn’t fake being mad if he tried. But I do as he asks and release her because I know she’d rather be in his arms than mine. 
“I’m going to head down to the bar later and hang out with J for a bit. You guys want to come?” 
They exchange a look. “Sure, that sounds fun,” Wyatt answers and finishes off Anna’s beer. 
“Hey!” 
“You snooze you lose.” He laughs but reaches into the fridge, grabbing another one for her. 
Darren walks into the kitchen with tousled hair and a loud yawn. 
“There’s the proud papa.” Anna jumps up and hugs him. “Where’s your little angel?” 
“Sleeping.” Darren sits at the table, laying his head on top of it. “They should really warn you about how exhausting it is to be a parent.” 
Anna giggle-snorts, and Wyatt does his best to hold back his laughter, probably because he’s experienced it firsthand these past six weeks. I’m about to give him a sarcastic reply when my phone rings. I answer it as I head to my room. 
“Hey, Mel, sick of my brother already?” 
“Not quite. Sawyer, I need your help. I really messed up.” 
My heart races. I’d do anything to help her, but where is Noah? 
“What can I do, Mel? Anything you need.” 
“Here’s the thing. Noah and I are getting married tomorrow.” 
I reach for the wall to steady myself as her words settle into my soul. A deep sense of sadness settles over me, but fury like I’ve never felt before quickly takes over. 
“The hell you are. Not without me. What were you two thinking?” 
“Noah was respecting my wishes. This doesn’t have anything to do with him.” 
Fuck. I close my door and exhale. Mel doesn’t want me at her wedding, and my twin brother was completely okay with that. I blink back tears as I fight to get the words out. “Do you hate me so much that you don’t want me at your wedding because of what I said?” 
She gasps. “I don’t hate you, Sawyer. I was trying to spare you … and myself. I was worried you’d be upset and get drunk and it seemed like a recipe for disaster. I know I hurt you that night and I’m sorry, but Noah needs you and I’m trying to make it right.” 
I’ve wrecked everything. I thought we’d gotten past this, but those feelings are back at the surface, and if she’s this worried, things must not have been as good as I thought they were. 
“We really fucked this up, didn’t we? I’m over it, Mel, I promise. You guys are perfect together and you’re having a baby. I don’t want my nephew ever finding out how reckless I acted. But it would shatter me to miss Noah’s wedding.” The sound of her crying guts me.
 “Can you help me, Sawyer? Can you get everyone together and here by tomorrow? Including Eli. I know you don’t like him, but other than Belle he’s my only family.” 
She thinks I hate Eli? Odd, but I can’t worry about that right now. This wedding is my only focus. 
“You’ve got us now, Mel, don’t you ever forget it. Tell me how this is going to work and I’ll make it happen.” 
We spend the next few minutes talking, and she walks me through everything. I’ve got to get my entire family to Vegas in the middle of the night and outfit myself and all my brothers in tuxes. I reassure her we’ll make this work and agree to email from now on with updates. After we hang up, I fall into my chair, stunned silent. 
I’ve got a lot to do and not a lot of time, but right now, I’m numb. 
A voice inside me is screaming for me to stop the wedding. A few minutes later, there is a knock at my door, and when I don’t answer it, the door opens and Belle steps inside, locking it behind her. She comes to me and throws her arms around me, and I don’t know why, but that is my breaking point. 
She doesn’t let me go as she tries to ease my pain. “Shhh. It’s okay, Sawyer. Let it go, and then we’ll talk.” 
This isn’t like before, and I don’t need to cry on her shoulder for long, but somehow, Belle understands me in a way I don’t even understand myself. When I finally move away, she pulls up a chair and sits across from me. 
She reaches over and puts her hands on my knees. “I’m sorry.” 
“It’s okay. It’s not like we didn’t know it was coming.” 
Belle looks at me with sadness in her eyes. “But it’s not just the wedding, is it?” 
“How did you know?” 
She sighs and crosses her feet at the ankles as she leans back in her chair. “Because if I’m mad as hell about being excluded and not knowing, I know you must be fucking fuming.” 
“I am, but do I have the right to be?” 
She looks at me like I’m crazy. “Hell yeah, you do!” 
“Come on, Belle … I begged Mel not to marry Noah and confessed my undying love and devotion to her—while she was pregnant no less. She was so disgusted with me, she almost threw up. I thought it was in the past, that she’d forgiven me, but it’s clear I was wrong.” 
With determination in her eyes and a flare of anger, she catches my gaze. “I’m going to break all the best friend codes right now, but it’s necessary. Amelia is terrified of repeating her parents’ mistakes. That isn’t to say she doesn’t love Noah, but she wasn’t disgusted with you, Sawyer. She was freaked out because she’s pregnant, but in the past, it’s been because she’s terrified of what she feels for you.” 
“She said that?” 
Belle’s tone softens, “No, but she didn’t have to. I know Mel as well as I know myself. Her feelings for you have scared her since that first kiss. Sawyer, she does love Noah with her whole heart. Running from what she felt for you led her to her happily ever after. Even so, if you’re still unsettled, maybe you should speak up.” 
I run my hands through my hair and slump down in my chair. “I’m not sure what I want anymore. My feelings for Mel, that infatuation or whatever it was, it’s almost gone. But when she told me they were getting married, I couldn’t catch my breath, Belle. Call it guilt or sadness, but I don’t think they should be getting married if she isn’t comfortable being around me. Not because I should come first but because I think we need to tell Noah what happened. It’s not fair to Mel to have to keep all this inside. And it’s not fair to Noah to have his family removed from the best day of his life because of something I did. She should punish me, not them, and sure as hell not Noah.”
She blows out a breath and rolls her eyes. “Mel really fucked all of this up. Amelia Greyson loves you. You are one of her best friends, and I know she cherishes each moment she spends with you. But there are times she can be irrational and make things bigger than they are, and this is one of those instances. Unfortunately, time isn’t on our side, so you have to decide right now what it’s going to be. Are you going to stop the wedding and potentially destroy your relationships with them? Or are we going to bust our asses and help them celebrate the best day of their lives? I need to know if I’m in charge of buying dresses or doing damage control.” 
Her smile calms my heart a bit. “Wedding, definitely wedding. I’m going to need Eli’s number. Why does she think I hate him?” 
With a shrug, Belle pulls out her phone. “Maybe she figures you have Noah’s back because he doesn’t like Eli?” 
“Hm, maybe,” I answer as she texts me his number. 
“Call Eli. I’m going to gather the troops in the kitchen, and we’re going to split up tasks. Once we’ve figured all of that out, you need to call your family and get them ready to meet us at the airport as soon as we have a plane ready. Saylor, Emme, and Cadence need dresses, so have Diane call me so we can work something out.” 
Belle stands and bends over to give me one last hug. “You’re a good man, Sawyer. Don’t ever forget that. Any woman would be lucky to have you.” 
When the door closes behind her, I let out an exhale and firm my resolve. Mel might not have wanted me there, but I’m going to make sure this wedding knocks their socks off. Maybe then she’ll realize we can be family and friends. I won’t fuck shit up for her and Noah—not now and not ever again. I dial Eli’s number and hope he can make this wedding. 
“Hello?” 
“Eli?” 
He hesitates. “Yeah. Who’s this?” 
“Sorry, man, it’s Sawyer Weston. Belle gave me your number. I need your help.” 
Eli laughs. “You need my help? I’ll bite. What’s up?” 
“Are you on tour right now?” 
“Actually, I’m at my L.A. house for a couple of days.” 
“Is Rory with you?” 
“No. Is everything okay?” Concern fills his voice. 
“I’m sorry, there’s just a lot going on right now. Look, Mel and Noah thought it would be a good idea to go to Vegas and elope, but she just called and needs us to help put on a wedding by tomorrow afternoon. Mel asked me to get you there, but I was hoping you’d be willing to walk her down the aisle. I’m sure my dad would do it, but you’ve known her the longest. I think it would mean more to her if you gave her away.” 
“They’re getting married?” 
“Yeah, and I haven’t told my family yet. You were my first call since I figured you might be the hardest to nail down.” 
“Ah, that’s why you wanted to know about Rory. I’m down, Sawyer. Whatever you need, whatever Mel needs. Why don’t I pack a bag and come over? Do you guys have a jet ready? Want me to book one?” 
“Yeah, come over. I’m going to have Warren deal with the plane since he’s got the connections and because my family is large. Belle’s assigning tasks, so I’m sure she’ll put you to work.” 
Eli laughs. “With Belle in charge, everything will work out fine. I’ll see you in a bit. Thanks for calling, Sawyer. It means a lot. Do you think Noah will be okay with me being there?” 
“When Noah sees how happy Mel is, he won’t care one bit.” 
 




Family
“I could just strangle him if I weren’t so happy for them,” Mom says as she fusses with her pearl necklace. 
We managed to get everything and everyone together and to the chapel in The Aria, and now we’re just waiting for the happy couple to show up. 
“Mom, relax. We’re here now, and Noah had better at least pretend he’s happy to see us,” Diane says as she ties the bow on Saylor’s dress for the third time. 
“Of course he’s going to be happy, Mommy. Uncle Noah loves us.” 
Jesus, this little girl has a heart of gold. I swoop her into my arms, spin her around, and kiss her cheek. “You’re right, Saylor. Uncle Noah is going to be very happy.” 
Maybe if I keep telling myself that instead of wondering if it’s best to stop the wedding, I’ll be better off. Mom isn’t the only one who wants to strangle Noah. No one was happy to hear about the failed elopement. 
Mel is lucky she came to her senses or she never would have lived this down. After putting Saylor back on the floor, I step off to the side with the guys. 
Jordan moves next to me and leans close. “You doing okay?” 
“I’m fine. I don’t think we forgot anything. We booked the restaurant, ordered a shit-ton of cake, made sure there’s an open bar …” 
“That’s not what I mean, and you know it.” 
“I’m fine. Promise,” I reiterate, and he gives a short nod. 
“All right, if you say so. I always knew Noah would be the first to get married, but damn, it makes me feel old.”
“Guess that means you’re next.” 
Jordan gives me the evil eye. “Fuck you. You’re next.” 
“Hey, you already have prospects. Tyler and Allie are fighting for your attention. I’d say that puts you a lot closer than me to marriage.” 
“You’re a dick.” 
Darren laughs at us. “I’m not sure I’d bet either one of you will settle down anytime soon.” 
“Me either,” Wyatt looks between us, “but I think Jordan will give in before Sawyer. If only because Sawyer is stubborn and wants to say I told you so.” 
There’s a commotion at the entrance of the chapel, and suddenly Mel, Noah, and Mac are all inside. Even with her baby belly, she’s positively breathtaking. 
Jordan jabs my arm, breaking my gaze, and lifts a questioning brow. I quickly pull myself together as Noah calls our names and directs us to the altar. He hugs everyone but pulls me aside. 
“You’re pissed.” 
“I’m …” I will my eyes to stop watering. “Hurt. Slightly pissed, but extremely hurt.” 
Noah pulls me in for another hug. “I’m so sorry. I was trying to honor her wishes. She doesn’t have a family, and ours can be overwhelming, but I should have at least called you. You have no idea how happy I am to see you. I wanted you here more than anything.” 
“You’re forgiven, but never let it happen again.” 
“I’m never getting married again. She’s my one and only.” 
Noah releases me, and we get a good look at each other. “I know, but it had to be said. It also applies to babies, birthdays, holidays, post-wedding bachelor parties …” 
He smiles from ear to ear. “Noted. Whose call was it to bring Eli?” 
“Mel asked me to have him come, but it was my idea for him to walk her down the aisle. She needed him.” 
“It was a good choice, Sawyer. Thank you.” 
I can tell he means it. Then again, I’d like to think nothing would get me down on my wedding day, not even my wife’s ex. 
“Hey, Noah?” I reach for his arm, and he turns his attention back to me. “I just want you to know I’m so fucking happy for you and so damn proud.” 
“Thanks, Sawyer, that means … more to me than you could ever understand.” 
Within those broken words, Noah and I have healed what remained of the rift in our relationship. I’ve accepted his future, and he’s forgiven me for being a less-than-perfect brother. 

After the wedding, I went back to my room early. I think Belle’s speech got to me. As much as I’ve gotten to know Mel over the past almost year, I’m not sure I ever put much thought into how much loss she’s suffered in her life. 
We’ve had our share of tragedies, but we have a huge family who helps us cope with the pain of those losses. Mel didn’t have that, but now that she’s a Weston, she’ll be surrounded by family and love. Noah saw that need and recognized it, and their marriage will last a lifetime because of it. 
Now I’m packing my bags and getting ready to fly out to meet the buses in Oklahoma. Even though we had a week off, I’m exhausted. Once we flew back from Vegas, I put my energy into two projects: The Sunshine Group and baby Nate’s nursery. I told Noah to consider it my wedding gift to him and to enjoy his honeymoon. 
Our plan was always for me to help him while they were on vacation, but this way it kept him from calling me and checking every time Mel used the bathroom, which is quite often lately. The room is gorgeous—all the murals are painted just the way Noah wanted—and Mom and Diane are going to accept the furniture deliveries and finish decorating. The nursery will be set up and ready for our next trip home on the Fourth of July. Mel won’t have to worry about a thing, and although I know some women would be offended, I think she will appreciate it for the gift it is. 

The next few weeks passed in a blur, and we were home for the Fourth of July weekend before we knew it. Last night, the entire family was over, and Noah and Mel have been spending their spare time making scrapbooks. When I first saw them with their heads together it, was like more of those puzzle pieces slid into place. They’re perfect for each other. 
As much as I’m a fan of their domesticated bliss, I’m not looking for that for myself right now. I just dropped off my shit at J’s new house and fed Fat Bastard, and Mac is now driving me to the bar. Even though I’d like to pretend I’m normal and hit the bar looking to hookup like anyone else, I’m not. Plus, after all the shit went down with Sara, the bar is now off limits without a guard. 
“Well, look what the cat dragged in,” Sasha drawls and licks her lips when we take our seats at the bar. 
My dick jumps at the sight of her. Sasha is always good for a no-strings-attached hookup. “Sasha, it’s been a while.” 
She pulls a cherry from the jar and pops it in her mouth. A few seconds later, she pulls out a knotted stem and winks at me. 
“Attention whore.”
“Only for you.” She smirks and places our usual drinks in front of Mac and me. “I get a break in an hour if you’re interested.” 
“I’m always interested when it comes to you.” 
Sasha waves the tips of her fingers at us and moves to the end of the bar. Jordan shoots daggers at her as he makes his way toward us, and Mac laughs. 
“Stop,” I tell him, but he only laughs harder. 
“You do it to yourself, man, every time.” 
“Do you blame me?” 
He shakes his head. “Not one damn bit.” 
Jordan finally reaches us. “Why her? You know she’s off limits. Do you enjoy torturing me?” 
Mac eyes J like a piece of candy, but J’s too busy staring at Allie across the room to notice. He’s got it bad. “Because she’s hot, she doesn’t want my love child, she doesn’t want my number, and she doesn’t care that I won’t call her tomorrow. All Sasha wants is a good time and a hard fuck, and that’s all I want to give. It works for us.” 
“Can you two at least wait until the bar closes?” 
My eyes follow the curve of her ass as she leans over to grab a bottle of vodka. “Probably not, unless there’s a round two.” 
J groans, and although I’d assume it’s because of my reply, Tyler chooses that exact moment to enter the bar. Allie doesn’t miss his entrance, and her eyes bounce between J and Ty before she darts into the restroom. 
“Shit,” J says under his breath as Ty approaches. I can see he’s torn and doesn’t know if he should check on Allie or talk to Ty. Sasha notices too. 
“Hey, J, you owe me an extra ten since I skipped my break last night. I’m going to take it now.” 
His eyes flood with relief, and he moves toward Ty who is now sitting on the other side of Mac. I’m not sure if Ty knows Mac and J have a sexual history. This night just got a whole hell of a lot more interesting. 
“Sawyer, you okay for a minute? I’m going to hit the head.” I think this is Mac’s way of giving J some privacy. 
“Yeah, do your thing. I’ll be here.” 
“Sawyer! What’s up? I didn’t even see you there behind your muscle.” As usual, Ty is overly friendly, and he jumps right onto Mac’s barstool to get closer. He’s a nice guy, and he’s good for J—except when they get too close. 
“Hey, Tyler, I’m good.” I look between him and J and back to Ty. “How are you? It’s been a while.” 
Ty flashes a huge smile at J. “I’m good. Trying to get this guy to loosen up a bit and let me take him out.” 
A crash comes from the back room, and J uses it as a chance to go check on Allie. “You good?” he asks before rushing off. 
Ty answers before I even get the chance. “We’re great, go take care of your bar. We’ll be here when you get back.” 
Once Jordan is out of sight, I fish for information. Jordan isn’t always forthcoming in his personal life. “What’s going on with you two? Are you back together?” 
“He hasn’t said anything?” 
“Bits and pieces, but you know J … he keeps everything close to the vest.” 
Tyler spins a napkin under his finger. “You know him better than anyone; maybe you can help me. What do I finally have to do to get him to understand he means more to me than what my family thinks?” 
Damn, Ty is spun on him again, and with Allie in the picture, this isn’t good at all. 
“You know it’s more complicated than that, Ty. The one thing you’re willing to give up for J is the only thing in the world Jordan would give anything to have back. His family. You see it as a no-brainer because you love him, right?” 
His eyes soften. “Absolutely.” 
“He loves you too. Enough to want you to put your family before him. Enough to push you away and hopes you find a woman you feel equally as passionate about. Aren’t you tired of playing this game with him? As an outsider looking in, I’m not sure you’re ever going to win.” 
Tyler leans forward, closing the space between us. “Do you have any clue what it’s like to love someone so much and no matter how hard you try to show them, they just don’t see it?” 

“I do, and it sucks balls. Tyler, talk to Jordan. You guys need to get this out of your systems once and for all. Whether it’s an epic goodbye fuck or a new beginning for both of you—make a decision. Don’t waste your life playing this game with him; it won’t end well. The difference between us is, my girl loved someone else. Jordan loves you enough to want more for you than he can give.” 
“That’s a good thing though,” he says more to himself than to me. 
“With his history, I wouldn’t be so sure about that. How about you let me buy you a drink?” 
Sasha is back, but Jordan and Allie are still in his office. 
“Sure, as long as I can buy you the next one.” 
I laugh as Sasha serves us. “I’m not sure anyone has offered to buy me a drink since I became famous. At least, no one who wasn’t looking to get in my pants.” 
Tyler leans back, arches a brow, and bites his lip. “You are pretty fuckable, Sawyer Weston.” 
He cracks me up. “If I swung your way, and if you hadn’t been dicking my cousin for years, I might consider that.” 
“How do you know he doesn’t dick me?” 
I practically choke on my beer. “I’d never thought about it either way, but if I were gay, I think I’d want both. It’s nice to give and receive after all.” 
Tyler inclines his head and sips his beer. “Amen to that.” 
Allie appears behind the bar and smiles at me. “Hey, Sawyer, how are you?” 
“Good, how about you?” 
“I’m great. Can I get you another drink?”
“Absolutely.” 
She turns her attention to Tyler. “What about you, Tyler? Would you like another beer?” 
She seems to like Tyler enough. Unless she’s a good actress, I don’t think she’s faking that smile.
“That would be great, thanks.” 
Allie busies herself getting the drinks, and Jordan and Mac reappear. This night is getting more and more interesting. With a smile that seems forced, she turns back to Tyler. “So … did you decide to come and surprise Jordan tonight?” 
I don’t know what J said to her back there, but she’s trying to confirm his story. She’s got balls. 
Tyler looks from Jordan to Allie, probably feeling the uncomfortable vibe. “I’m not sure surprise is what I’d call it. Jordan knows I like to come hang out when I’ve got the time. I was hoping to take him out later.” 
“Actually, Sawyer is spending the next couple of days with me and Fat Bastard,” Jordan says, looking remorseful. I can’t tell if he’s faking or if it’s real, but I’m not going to bow out and leave him stranded if he needs me. I can go home later if he needs time with one or both of them. 
“Oh, that’s cool.” Tyler’s face brightens with the news, and I’m sure he’s happy J won’t be with someone else. 
“Yeah, now that Noah is a newlywed, I thought I’d give him and his wife some alone time before we get back on the road Monday.” 
“That’s right.” Tyler stands, pulls some money from his pocket, and tosses it on the counter. “That’s for my drinks and one of Sawyer’s too. Tell Noah I said congratulations. I’ll talk to you later, Jordan.” 
J steps around the bar. “Let me walk you out.” 
Tyler shakes his head. “I’m good. Call me next week, yeah?” 
Jordan pauses, looking torn. I feel for the poor bastard, but he steps forward and reaches for Tyler’s hand and squeezes it. “I’ll text you later. If you’re up, we can talk. Text me when you get home and let me know you’re safe, okay?” 
“Sure, I’ll text you.” 
Tyler leaves, and Jordan busies himself behind the bar. J has always been anti-PDA when it comes to his place of business unless it’s in his office with the doors closed. For him to reach for Tyler’s hand and hold it for the world to see … well, that’s new. Maybe Jordan is going to make it to marriage sooner than I thought. Then again, now that Tyler is gone, he hasn’t taken his eyes off Allie. 
“Sawyer, want to take a break with me?” Sasha asks a bit later, and my cock immediately jumps back to attention. If only every girl could be like Sasha. 
“Fuck yeah.” I toss back my shot and follow her into J’s office. Sasha is exactly what I need tonight. 

Later, after Jordan, Mac, and I had more than our share of alcohol and deep conversations, I was lying in bed and looking through my phone. Sasha had taken a picture of her tits so I’d have a nice rack to look at while I jack off. I laughed at the time, but I’m not sure if I should keep the photo or delete it. That’s when I notice a Facebook notification from earlier. I click on it, and it opens to a photo of Noah and me when we were about two years old. It’s just a closeup of our smiling faces. 
 
Spent the night making more memory books with my wife. Not very rock star-ish of me, I know, but I’ve never been happier. When I came across this photo of Sawyer and me, I knew I had to post it before making it the first page of the memory book. This guy has been my best friend from the instant we started growing in the womb. We’ve had our ups and downs but there has never been a time we haven’t been there for each other, and there never will be. Fate knew I would always need Sawyer in my life, so she sealed us together not just by friendship but by blood. As excited as I am about my wife’s pregnancy, I’m just a tiny bit disappointed my son won’t come with an automatic friend like Sawyer. I guess Fate knows he’ll be fine on his own. And if Fate got it wrong, I’m sure Uncle Sawyer will be happy to shower his nephew with the same friendship and love he’s given me all these years. #Bestfriend #Brothers #SoonToBeUncle #BabyWestonIsComing 
 
 After reading Noah’s post, I deleted Sasha’s photo. The sex was great as usual, but that’s all it was. Belle’s speech at the wedding resonated with me. I’ve spent many years settling for less, and I think I’m finally at the point where I want more. Not only that, I realize I deserve happiness too. Maybe Darren is right, and the fire I have with Mel will find me again with the woman of my dreams one day. And if I’m lucky, maybe that day will come sooner than later. 
 




The Light Before the Dark
I’ve been in my room most of the day strumming my guitar and feeling a bit melancholy. I’m sort of in the mood to write music, but before I even put pen to paper, I toss it back down. What’s the point? Our U.S. tour ends in two months, and even though the band will eventually put out new music, I have a feeling it will be years down the line.
We’ve played eight nights in a row, and I’m feeling it. We’re taking a detour after the show tomorrow night so we can go to Sully’s. I can’t wait. 
I’m hoping to finally pull aside Rhymin’ Rieanne and figure out what her deal is. Maybe the two of us could even collaborate on a side project. Something funny, just for some social media fun. With her twisted rhymes and my voice, we could probably do something scandalous. 
The guys are asleep on the other bus, and Mel and Belle have been chatting and giggling all day. Noah hasn’t been getting much sleep because Mel is super uncomfortable, and Darren’s bus never gets rest these days because Cadence is teething. I did relieve Mel and Belle by taking Cadence for a while, but that was more for me than them. She loves spending time with Uncle Sawyer, and I love hanging out with the little munchkin. Besides, it’s good practice for when Mel has Nate, which will be any day now since she’s due tomorrow. 
I’ve got a few minutes to kill before we head to the venue, so I decide to check in with Anna. 
I wish you were here to go to Sully’s with us tomorrow night. 


Bethie: Don’t remind me, I’m so sad. 


If I can sneak it, I’ll record her and send you a video. 


Bethie: That would be awesome! Any updates on Baby Weston yet? 


Nope, I think he’s hanging on to Mel’s uterus for dear life. 


Bethie: How’s Noah? Is he hovering? 


Like you wouldn’t believe. He’s not going to Sully’s. They’re going to watch Cadence so Belle can get out. 


Bethie: That’s sweet and probably good practice for them too. 


*Sigh* 


What’s the *Sigh* for? Spill … 


Bethie: I think I’m ready, Sawyer. 


For a baby? 


Bethie: Yeah, don’t say anything to Wyatt, I want to surprise him. If we’re lucky, I could be due right when the International portion of the tour is over. 


You’ll be a great mom, and you two deserve all the happiness in the world. 


Bethie: What about you? Any thoughts on settling down? 


Actually, yeah … can you believe it? I think I drank the Kool-Aid. 


Bethie: Really? You’re ready for a wife and some kids? 


I think I’m ready for the kids more than the wife, but it would be convenient to have both, I suppose. 


Bethie: You’re such a jerk—besides, built-in sex is nice to have. 


Only if she doesn’t always have a headache. 


Bethie: Haha—I never have headaches. Wyatt on the other hand … 


Don’t say anything, okay? I’m not planning or plotting or anything. I’m just slowly marinating in the idea, and I don’t hate it. 


Bethie: Got it, my lips are sealed. 


Want to see something cute? 


Bethie: Always


I send her a selfie I took of Cadence and me earlier. She was smiling long enough to get the photo. I plan to rub it in Darren’s face later. 
 
Bethie: OMG that is the cutest photo ever. Keep marinating in that idea, Sawyer. You’ve always been a natural with kids. 


Well, I guess there are some perks for being the favorite uncle, and when I’m tired of them I can always give them back. 


Bethie: Don’t tire out too soon. You’re going to be my favorite and most utilized babysitter when the time comes. 


Deal. The guys are finally here so I gotta go. Love you. 


Bethie: Love you too. Leave Utah with a smile and give them an encore they won’t forget. 


I like that idea. Utah will always be a special place for all of us. 



After everyone said their goodbyes and Noah was sufficiently satisfied that Mel was okay, we exited the buses and went inside the venue to do our sound check. 
With each show, it gets a bit harder to imagine never having this again. 
“It’s bittersweet, isn’t it?” Wyatt asks. 
“Yes, but I’m surprised to hear it coming from you.” 
Wyatt’s eyes widen. “Really?” 
“Well, yeah. You and Noah wanted out.” I’m not angry anymore, just factual. 
“He’s got a point,” Darren says, stopping next to me. 
Noah looks at the three of us. “I’m going to miss the hell out of it.” 
I take a step back and shake my head. “What?” 
Darren and I exchange confounded looks, but Wyatt and Noah are smiling away. Noah offers an explanation, “That’s what you guys never understood. Just because we’re ready to move on with our lives and our wives, doesn’t mean we aren’t going to miss the hell out of performing or our time with you.” 
Wyatt picks up where Noah leaves off, “These past ten years and beyond have been the absolute best and worst times of our lives, but we wouldn’t change anything. How many people get to experience what we have with their family? The highs and lows, our successes and failures, traveling the world, and the people closest to me were a part of it all. That’s a life well-lived, for real.” 
Too bad Warren isn’t here yet. He’d enjoy this. 
Noah throws his arm across my shoulder. “I know I’ve been boring you guys to death about the bad feeling I’ve had since all that Sara shit went down. I’m trying to let it go. I’m so excited for Nate to get here, there’s just no room in my heart or my head to keep worrying about this shit. I still haven’t mentioned it to Mel because she doesn’t need that kind of stress.” 
Noah and I have had many talks about his fears. I’ll admit, I’ve been concerned because he couldn’t let it go, but it seems like he’s finally in a good place. 
“If you’re worried, don’t hide it. But if you’re legitimately happy, I’m relieved to hear it.” 
“Thanks, Sawyer.” Noah looks between us. “I’m feeling optimistic and happy. Everything I’ve ever wanted has come to fruition. Plus, we’ll be able to tell the girls about The Sunshine Project soon. We’re doing great things, things that will make an impact for years to come. Once we open our label and start helping some Indie bands find their way and avoid the pitfalls of big-label contracts, I think we’ll be putting our expertise to good use.” 
We finish our sound check, and I feel lighter somehow. Noah and Wyatt’s words really affected me tonight. Maybe they’re the same words they’ve been saying all along and I was finally able to hear them. For the first time in a long time, I think I can look to the future with happiness instead of dread. These guys aren’t going anywhere. Our landscape may change, but we will all be together for years to come. 
“Hey, guys, I was talking to Anna earlier, and she reminded me why Utah has always been special to us.” 
Darren cups his hand around his mouth and calls out, “Rhymin’ Rieanne.” 
“Exactly,” I say with a smile. “Anna had a great idea. She suggested we do an encore tonight to end all encores. We don’t have any fancy equipment or lights or anything, but we could do a few extra songs, really work them up. What do you say?” 
Noah’s yawn reflects how tired we all are, but maybe this will be invigorating. “I’m down. Other than trying to knock my wife into labor, I have no other plans but to sleep tonight.” 
“Yeah, like you’re going to sleep with Mel tossing and turning. Good luck with that.” Noah flips Darren off, and we all laugh. I think I’m going to miss our random banter most of all. 
“The offer still stands. It’s been a long time since the five of us have crammed onto the same bus and had a guys’ night. They’ll be right behind us. If anything happens, we can easily stop.” Wyatt flashes Noah his puppy dog eyes—like those can compare to fucking his wife. 
“Good try, Wyatt, but I’m going to stick it out on the bus with Mel. Besides, I like the whole idea of having sex to induce labor. I’d be ecstatic if she had Nate on our day off and I didn’t have to constantly worry she’s having contractions and trying to push through till we get back from a show.” 
I nod. “She would do that. I can totally picture it.” 
“Yup, and that’s why I’m going to stay on my bus with my wife. You guys have a couple of shots for me though.” 
“Like he even had to ask,” Darren says, but the joke is really on him because he knows he won’t be drinking while he’s got Cadence tonight. 

The crowd was one of the most responsive we’ve had in a while, and they practically brought down the house with the encore. Our assistant passes out towels as we step off the stage. 
“That was incredible, but I am so tired,” Noah says, smiling. 
“Look at Noah showing his age. Are you even going to be able to get it up tonight?” Darren teases as he yawns. 
“And yet I’m not the only one yawning.” 
“But I don’t have to go home and perform any husbandly duties,” Darren counters. 
“Only fatherly ones,” Wyatt quips. “I wonder which ones are harder?” 
Darren narrows his eyes and busts up laughing. “When did we get this old? Back in the day, we’d be off to a party for a night filled with drinking and fucking, and if we didn’t sleep, we’d drink an energy shot and do it all again the next day.” 
Damn, he’s got a valid fucking point there. We’re not even thirty yet. 
“It’s the music,” Wyatt says, “not our age.” 
I whip my head toward him. “Come again?” 
He turns to me. “We’re singing all the songs slower, acoustic, and unplugged. We’re not getting the adrenalin high. We only break a sweat due to the lighting, not because we’re running all over the stage anymore. I’ve thought it was a nice way to transition out of the touring mindset. Almost like weaning off a drug.” 
Well, shit … 
“So we’re not old, we’re just touring like old fogies. Good to know.” At least it sort of makes sense now. 
“We could do one more high-energy show,” Noah offers, and we all look to him with questioning gazes. 
My heart races at even the hint of a big performance. “What are you suggesting?” 
“The tornado fundraiser. We do one of our old sets. That’s coming up in the next few months, right?” 
Darren grins, Wyatt nods, and I’m … completely down with the idea. We each toss out a fist, and Noah counts us down. 
“Bastards and Dangerous on three. One, two, three.” 
 




The After
There isn’t a part of my body, heart, or soul that isn’t in unimaginable pain. It’s only been four days since the accident. Four days since I made promises to Noah I have no idea how to keep. Four days since my brother begged for my help. 
I’ve relived every choice we made, every step we took, and considered all the alternate decisions we could have made. We could have sent the girls to Darren’s bus; we should have. The lead bus is always in the most dangerous position. But the highways are open, and an accident could have happened anywhere down the line, yet I can’t stop thinking about the what ifs. 
Noah is gone, Belle is gone, Harold is gone. All their kids are now missing a parent, and the youngest one has been tucked into the crook of my arm for days. His breathing has synced with mine, and I already know his cry, the way his chest shudders before he cries, the way his gorgeous eyes peer into mine as if I have answers for him about his parents. But I don’t—I don’t have any answers at all. The only thing I can do for Nate right now is love him enough for all of us. 
When I haven’t been crying in a corner, I’ve been trying to do what Noah would in this situation. Because the hospital is under siege from all forms of media, the staff can’t get in or out easily. I feel responsible, and since cafeteria food is shit, I’ve been having their meals catered in—it’s the least we can do. Eli and Sam have helped arrange food trucks for the fans outside, but we’re footing the bill for them too. 
Mel and I have had a few moments of shared grief, and her pain spears through mine, intensifying it. I hurt for all of us, but Princess has lost so much in such a short time. She’s terrified to hold her son, and I can’t make her. Deep inside, maybe I don’t want to because the longer she holds off, the longer I get to hold on to the last piece of Noah I have left. Once she recovers from this, she’ll take him away, go somewhere to get a fresh start, and I will do whatever it takes to make her realize she’s as much a part of our family as Nate is. Now and always. Even one day, when she finds someone new, we’ll make him part of our family too—anything not to lose more of our tribe. 
I’m not sure I’ve even slept, or if any of us have. We’re walking zombies. As I follow Mac up the steps to the private jet with Nate’s car seat in my arms, all the weariness hits me like a freight train. I snap him in between my parents and join Mel in the back of the plane. She hates flying, and as the plane begins to take off down the runway, she clutches the armrest to the point it must be painful. 
Gently, I peel her fingers away and lace them in mine before leaning back in my seat and closing my eyes. I promised Noah I’d take care of them, and I will. This is only the beginning. 

Later that evening, I was able to sit down long enough to order Mel a new computer and phone. I also put in a few calls to find out about getting her a replacement wedding album. Watching her break down over their photos was heartbreaking, and I know Noah would have moved heaven and earth to make things right for her. 
Over the next few days, the house was filled with a constant flow of people. Trying to get in and out of the house was a logistical nightmare. Everyone wanted a statement, exclusive footage, whatever they could get. I saw my house on T.V. enough that I seriously considered contacting a realtor. That was a joke though; I’d never sell this house, it’s where all my memories of Noah are. 

Today is Noah and Belle’s funeral. As much as it pained me, I couldn’t go to Harold’s funeral. Not wanting to draw more unnecessary media attention to them was the deciding factor. Instead, I had a heartfelt talk with Harold’s wife and kids, and Warren and Sam went to the services to represent all of us. Harold’s family doesn’t blame us, but I feel responsible. They’re just as worried for us as we are for them. It’s strange how that works. 
In the two weeks since the accident, I feel like I’ve aged thirty years. I’ve already decided everyone needs to go home after the funeral. Darren, Mel, and I have to talk about what comes next and how we’re going to move forward and we can’t do it with a house full of people.
I walk across the hall to Mel’s room. She’s barely been responsive. It kills me to see her all battered and bruised, but it hurts more knowing how broken she is on the inside and there’s nothing I can do to help. 
She’s still sleeping on the same sheets they slept on last time they were here. She’s still got Noah’s dirty shirt on her bed that she curls up with each night and sniffs wistfully. I’d give anything to bring him back for her and Nate, but we’ve got to figure out a way to say goodbye. 
“Ready, Mel?” 
She stares out the window at the rain falling into the ocean before turning toward me. Veronica did a good job helping her get ready. Everything is a struggle for her right now with all her injuries and her cast. As much as I hate to see her in pain, I’m thankful she’s still with us when we could have easily lost her and Nate too. 
“I’ll never be ready for this.” 
“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.” Maybe this isn’t the right time to tell her this, but I want to prepare her and help her. I know my family overwhelms her on a good day. 
“Whatever you think is best, Sawyer. This is your home.” 
Why is she still stuck on this? I need her to feel comfortable here; she can’t take Nate away from us too. 
“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.” 
I take her hand and help her out to the limo. Each step is a process for her, but I’ll go as slow as she needs. Nothing will start without us anyway. Once inside, she closes her eyes and doesn’t open them again until we reach the church. 
We’re the last to arrive, and we enter through the back door. Security leads us inside, and the church ushers lead us to the first two rows. My focus is on Mel, but it’s hard not to be distracted by Noah and Belle’s caskets side by side and their happy faces looking out from the photos perched next to the closed caskets. 
Mel is out of my arms in an instant, sobbing as she moves toward her husband and best friend. Her steps are gradual but determined. I move off to the side, and Anna catches my eye and inclines her head in Mel’s direction. 
Mel leans over Belle’s casket and kisses it. Sniffles and sobs scatter throughout the room. She whispers something and turns to Noah’s casket. Lying over it with the top half of her body, she becomes silent. I move closer and hover a few feet behind her. 
When she puts her ear to the casket, I know we’re in trouble. Whatever was left of my heart shatters, but I must be strong for her. I will not break my promise to Noah. Not today. 
“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.” 
Oh God…
“What are you listening for?” 
“His heartbeat, Sawyer. Why can’t I hear it anymore?” 
My mom’s cries are the loudest, but the others are beginning to follow in rapid succession. 
Please, Princess, don’t lose your mind in front of all these people.

In an instant, I scoop her into my arms and carry her from the chapel to the visitors’ room. Tears stream down my cheeks, and my arms are shaking. I’m scared. She won’t stop asking me why she can’t hear him, and I wonder if she’s lost her grip on reality. Maybe by talking to her, I can bring her back to us. I have to try. After setting her on the couch, I drop to my knees in front of her, suit be damned. When I take her hand in mine, she looks me in the eye. 
“Why, Sawyer?” 
“I don’t know, Mel, but he’s gone, and he’s never coming back.” 
Saying those words to her makes it all suddenly sink in. My head falls into her lap, and my tears begin to fall. Surprisingly, she lays herself over me and cries with me. Together, we’re a wrecking ball of grief and pain, but crying in her arms somehow makes me feel less alone in all of this. 
There’s a knock at the door, and I hear Mac's voice before I turn to look at him. “They’re starting. Do you two want to come back out or …” Mac looks to me for guidance, but I leave the choice up to her. 
“What do you want to do, Mel?” 
“I don’t know. What do you want to do?”
Well, so much for that. 
“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.” She turns her head to the window and watches as the rain picks up in intensity and turns into a storm outside. 
“Does she need a doctor?” Mac asks, and my eyes widen with fear. I need her to snap out of this. 
“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.” Once I stand, I help her to her feet. 
Mac ushers us back to our seats while everyone stares at us. They can all go fuck themselves. Haven’t they ever seen anyone grieving before? 
The service passes in a blur, and at the graveside, Mel refuses to leave the car. I’m okay with it because I’m worried she might try to jump in after the casket. 
Eli catches my eye and inclines his head toward the limo, and I nod. For a few minutes, I can focus on my family knowing Mel’s in good hands. After the service, Mel stays wrapped in Eli’s arms all the way home. Eli releases her and exits the car, but she still doesn’t move. 
Our eyes meet, and we’re both lost. She’s fragile, and I’m scared. We’re quite the pair. Since the two go-to experts on Mel are no longer here to talk to about what she’s dealing with, I have to help her based on instinct alone. 
 Reaching over, I squeeze her hand. “You ready for this?” 
“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.” 
For the first time since before the accident, we both laugh. Soon, our laughter turns to tears because it wasn’t a happy laugh in the first place. Just more of the deflective sarcasm we both seem to excel in. 
When I exit the car, there are people filing into the house—celebrities, friends, family—and I’ve got to deal with them. Reaching down, I offer her my hand, and we walk into the depths of our continual hell. 
Her eyes widen as she takes in the crowd, and she leans closer, whispering in my 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.” 
It seems like she’s coming back to us slowly, and relief spreads through me. I’ll give her whatever she needs if she’s going to be functional. “I got you covered, Mel. One shot won’t kill you, just wait an hour to take your pills. Deal?” 
“Deal.” 
After scoping out the room, I find Anna on the couch. Darren has Cadence a few feet away, and Veronica has Nate right next to him. She’ll be shielded and protected there. 
It only takes a minute to pour us each a whiskey and Coke. 
“Stay here. Anna will protect you from all the vultures. But if you need me …” 
“I’ll get you,” Anna states firmly. 
The first person I talk to is Eli, and he’s with … Shawn Lucas? 
“Thanks for earlier, Eli, and for everything.” Eli has been by Mel’s side consistently since the accident. It’s obvious how much they love each other. 
“I’ll always be here for Mel, and if you need anything, just call. Sawyer, I don’t know if you’ve met Shawn Lucas before.” 
Shawn holds out his hand. I shake it, confused as to why he’s here but also not really giving a fuck. 
“It’s nice to meet you. I’m sorry it had to be under these circumstances. I only had the opportunity to meet Noah once a few years back at a festival. He was a nice guy.” 
“Yeah, he was.” 
Eli turns to look at Mel and looks back to me. “I know you want everyone out tonight. Shawn was nice enough to come pick me up. I’ve been mentoring him lately, although that makes me feel old as fuck.” 
“Oh yeah?” I have to admit I’d rather be talking to Eli than all the crying relatives right now. 
“Yeah, man, I’m trying to transition into a more serious musician. Since Eli sort of knows what it’s like, he’s offered to help me out in the studio.” 
Now that makes more sense. Shawn is maybe twenty-one, and Eli is thirty. 
“That’s cool,” I say distractedly as a girl I recognize heads our way. 
“Well, I need to work off some of the past couple of weeks, you know? What better way than music therapy. If you guys need me, call. My phone will be on. And if you want to work on music sometime, get your own therapy on, let me know.” 
That’s nice of Eli to say, but we don’t exactly float in the same musical spectrum. Besides, I can’t imagine picking up a guitar again so soon. 
“Thanks, Eli. I’ll keep that in mind.” 
“Sawyer, oh my God, you poor thing. Give me a hug.” Lola wraps her arms around me. 
What the hell is she doing here? I catch Mel watching and push her away. I don’t need Lola’s drama right now. 
“Hey, Lola, thanks for coming.” 
She drops her hand to my arm and caresses me as if she’s familiar with me, which she definitely is not. “Are you kidding? When I heard about poor Noah, well … I just had to come and pay my respects, you know?” 
“Hey, Sawyer, we’re going to get out of here. I’ll check in later.” Eli gives me a hug, but it only displaces Lola for a brief moment. 
“Nice to meet you, Sawyer. Maybe next time it will be under less tragic circumstances. I am really sorry about Noah and Belle.” Shawn shoves his hands in his suit pockets.
“Did you know Belle?”
He nods sadly. “Yeah, she was my all-time favorite person who interviewed me. I’m going to miss her a lot. She was supposed to cover my new musical direction for Slammed, but the interview hadn't been scheduled yet. I can't believe I won't ever get to speak to her again." He shakes his head as his expression falls. "She was a shining light in the midst of all the vultures in our world.”
Lola threads her elbow through mine, and I’d like to push her away, but that wouldn’t be nice to do in front of all these people. 
“That she was. Thank God we still have Cadence.” My gaze travels to Darren with Cadence on his chest as he rubs her back. She has no clue what’s going on. All she knows is her mom is missing and she’s fussy as hell without Belle. 
 “For sure. She’s like a tiny version of Belle. Darren must be … man, I don’t even know. Whatever immense relief he has that his baby is safe doesn’t negate the fact he lost his woman.” 
After they leave, Darren passes Cadence off to Mel, and I sigh in relief as I excuse myself from Lola and move to the hall to meet up with Darren. 
“She took Cadence. That’s a good sign, right?” 
Darren’s back is to Mel, but I can see her over his shoulder. 
“She was reluctant, to say the least, but yeah. Hopefully, this is a beginning.” 
Lola lurks a few feet away from us, and Darren leans forward and whispers, “What is that all about?” 
“Fuck if I know. She said she wanted to pay her respects.” 
“Her brother is here somewhere; I talked to him earlier. Maybe she’s telling the truth.” 
We exchange a knowing glance because we both know better. Darren heads to the restroom, and I see Anna coming my way. Wyatt is sitting with Mel and has Nate in his arms. Her body is stiff as a board as she tries to balance Cadence. She has to loosen up and figure out how to be there for these kids. 
Anna and I talk for a few moments before I excuse myself to make the rounds. The sooner I talk to people, the sooner we can get them out of the house. 
The one thing I didn’t bank on was all of these two-faced assholes talking shit about Mel. People can choose to buy into rumors and gossip, but they’re not going to do it in my house. In our house. 
I text Mac and Ryan to start subtly escorting people to their cars. No one will say anything because they’ll look like the assholes they are for talking shit at a funeral. And even if they did, like I give a single flying fuck about what any of these celebrities think about me. 
Lola slips her number into my hand, and I shove it into my pocket before saying goodbye to her and her brother. She seems different, and she made it a point to let me know she’s here for me if I’d like to talk. I should probably throw out her number, but I hold on to it instead … maybe she’s changed. 
“Is it true you’re having people thrown out?” Jordan looks like shit. He’s been living on a diet of anti-anxiety pills since the accident. He’s barely been out of his room here. Sasha is running the bar, and I know Allie and Tyler have been blowing up his phone. 
 “Yup. If the assholes can’t play nice on a day like today, they don’t get to be here.” 
He laughs dryly. “Good for you. Noah would be proud as fuck.” 
Maybe it’s the alcohol, or maybe it’s the knowledge only family remains, but I actually smile. “He would be, and if he’d have been here, he would have done the same. Fuck, I miss him.” 
J wipes a stray tear from his eye. “Me too. I think I’m going to go home tomorrow and try to put my life back in order. All I’m doing here is drowning in Noah’s memories and avoiding my own drama. I think Noah would be proud of me if I went back to running the bar he was so excited to give me.” 
“Even though you wouldn’t take it?” 
“Yeah, but paying you guys for it is better. I need to feel like I’ve accomplished something in my life.” 
“I get it, J. Just remember, Noah wanted you to have that bar because he loves you, not because he wanted to hold it over your head.” 
I throw my arm over his shoulder, and we head into the kitchen where the family is gathering so Tony can talk to us. 
Once Mac and Ryan verify the house is clear, Tony begins pulling a stack of envelopes from his briefcase. 
 “Normally, I’d do this in my office, but Noah was specific in his requests of how he wanted things handled.” 
Mel stumbles into a chair, and all the color drains from her face. I know Noah was meticulous when it comes to this stuff, but he couldn’t give us five minutes to breathe first? 
“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.” 
Mel’s crying again and I make my way around the table and put my hand on her shoulder. I’m not sure if it’s for her comfort or mine. 
“Why so soon?” she asks on a sob. 
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.” She pushes away from me, scrambles up from the table, and runs out into the backyard. We all watch as she loses whatever food she might have in her system over the wall. Tony follows her, handing me all the envelopes except one that has her name on it. 
There isn’t a dry eye at the table as I pass them out. But I have one left, with Tony’s name. I’m surprised he didn’t take his, but I guess he followed Noah’s instructions to a T. 
“This is just like Noah,” Rory cries as she looks around the table. Everyone is holding their envelopes like a lifeline. 
Sam and Warren begin cleaning up, and my mom and sisters follow suit. I try telling them to leave it, but they ignore me. It doesn’t take them too long to finish everything. 
After quite a few tearful hugs, everyone slowly starts to leave. Tony comes back inside and accepts his video with sadness before heading home. Anna, Wyatt, and J go to their rooms, and the babies are asleep in Nate’s nursery for now. It’s been a long day, and these envelopes in front of us are looming like three dark clouds between Darren and me. I don’t think either of us are eager to open them. 
Darren and I slide a bottle of whiskey between the two of us as we take a couple of intermittent shots. Neither of us can get drunk because we’re on baby duty, but I think we need to knock off the edge. 
“That was kind of a shit job Noah left for Tony,” Darren blurts out. 
“Funny, I was just thinking that, but there is no one Noah would have trusted more, so it was fitting.” 
“True,” he says as the sliding glass door opens and Mel steps inside. I was beginning to worry about her; the sun went down a while ago. 
She tosses her unopened envelope next to ours and pours herself a shot and tosses it back. I’m not about to question her about her meds. Sometimes, you just need a fucking drink. 
She looks up at us. “Is everyone gone?” 
“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. “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—” 
Like I would let him go home to his big, empty house right now. Our family needs to be together more than ever. I wish Wyatt would stay too, but I know he and Bethie have to get back to San Diego. 
“Darren, you are welcome to stay here forever, if need be.” 
He turns his gaze to Mel, awaiting her answer. 
“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. You’re not cursed, Princess.” 
“No, you’re not,” Darren adds. 
She looks so sad, and I understand, but Nate needs her. 
“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.” Okay, that maybe came out a bit harsher than I meant it to. 
“Get over myself? I’m trying to protect him!” she screams and knocks back another shot. “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!”
Well, if we’re going to play the blame game… 
 “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.” 
Darren throws himself into the mix. “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.” 
Mel softens. “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.” 
“At least we’ll all go together. Until then, we’re going to figure this out, okay?” I’m practically pleading with her, but I need her to work with me here. 
She sighs. “Okay.” 
“Okay,” Darren replies. “We do this together, all of us.” 
 




Videos
Three days after the funeral, I was antsy as fuck about my video, as was Darren. We’d received calls from my parents asking if they could watch our videos. They said they were going to ask everyone, but as Noah’s twin, I was first on the list. They explained they just needed more Noah, however they could get him, and they promised they wouldn’t judge the content. 
I wanted to tell them no—that Noah made individual videos for a reason—but they’re our parents and I can’t fault them for needing more of him. I wish I’d had the balls to ask to watch them all too, even though I’m not sure I actually could. I ended up telling them yes, under three conditions. The first being I had to watch it before them in case there was something I needed to hold back. The second being that they never ask Mel for hers. And the third was if they were going to ask people for their videos, they had to make it a point to tell them they wanted to see them only after they’d been watched by the intended party. 
The first part they agreed to, the second, my mom pushed back on, but in the end, my dad told her to take her blessings where she could get them because none of these videos were any of their business. 
Damn straight. 
And the third, my dad agreed to immediately before mom could even try to contest it. At least one of them realizes it’s a big request. 
Darren told them they could watch his when he was finished, but they couldn’t have Belle’s because it wasn’t only his to give. They accepted that easier than they did my ultimatum, but they probably figured Mel would have to approve that too. They’d be right. 
Darren and I had just gotten the kids down for a nap, and the house was empty other than Mel sleeping in her room. 
“I want to watch my video, but I’m scared,” I confessed to him. 
“I feel the same way. I keep thinking if I start with the video he made for Belle, I can work my way up to the video he made for me. He didn’t know her long, so I’m hopeful hers might be lighter in nature and a good starting point.” 
Damn, I’m envious he has that option. I have to sink or swim on this one. 
“That’s a really good idea. You should start there.” 
“Do you want to watch it with me? Maybe there’s something on there that can help you with Mel.” 
“You wouldn’t mind?” 
Darren spins his water bottle on the table. “Hell, I’d be thankful for the company.” 
“Do you think Mel would mind?” 
He looks at me thoughtfully. “She’s not exactly in the frame of mind to object. Even if she were, I don’t think she’d deny you a chance for more Noah either.” 
“J’s off tonight and asked if we wanted help with the kids. I told him we were cool, but I think he wanted time with them. I could call him back.” 
“Yeah, call him. I’m going to run to the store and stock up on some alcohol. We’re pretty low since the funeral, and we’re going to need all we can get if we’re going to do this. You don’t think he’ll mind getting up with both kids if we get hammered?” Darren stands and grabs his keys from the counter. 
“Nah, he loves kids. It’s falling in love he has an issue with.” 
“Less chance of getting hurt that way. Maybe he’s smart.” 
I think over his words, and where I used to agree, I’m not sure I do anymore. 
“Or maybe he’s missing out on a fleeting moment in time he’ll never get back.” 
Darren puts on his sunglasses and tosses a baseball hat on his head. “Fuck, we need more alcohol if we’re going to get that deep. I’ll be back in a bit. Listen for Cadence, yeah?” 
“Always.” 

“You two are ballsy fucks. That envelope is in the back of my safe, and I’m not sure I’m ever going to be okay enough to watch it.” 
J’s been here for a bit and got to play with the kids before we gave them baths and put them down for the night. Cadence sleeps for longer stretches now, so he’ll probably only have to get up with her once. Maybe twice. We’ve got them in Nate’s nursery for the night, and Jordan has the extra monitor set up in the guest room down the hall. Like me, he’s a light sleeper. It’s hard to go through what we did as kids and not be. 
“I wouldn’t call us ballsy. We’re starting with Belle’s video in case we can’t handle moving forward.” Darren takes a shot of tequila and chases it with a beer. 
I follow his lead. “Has Mom asked for your video yet?” 
His mouth drops open. “No. Is she going to?” 
“They seem to be making the rounds and asking everyone,” Darren answers as I toss back another shot.
“Fuck me. What about Mel?” 
“Sawyer shut them down and told them they could only have his is if they didn’t ask for hers.” 
J grabs a Pepsi from the fridge. “You’re going to give them your video?” 
With a shrug, I toss back my third and final shot for now. “Depends on what’s on it. I told them I had to watch it first.” 
“Good call. I wouldn’t think you’d want to share it no matter what. It’s private.” 
I pull a couple more beers from the fridge and sit at the table. “They are, but I’m trying to see this from their point of view. They lost their son, and with all the videos and footage out there of Noah, these videos are the only ones that will give them an insight into Noah’s heart and soul. Maybe I don’t want them knowing whatever business Noah might talk about, but I also know they won’t judge me for whatever it may be either.” 
Darren takes a seat next to me. “But do you think Noah would be okay with them watching?” 
I shrug. “I think Noah would want them to be happy.” 
“Well, they’re not getting mine until I watch it, and then we’ll see. And since I have no plans to watch it, they could be waiting a long time.” 
Darren turns to Jordan. “Aside from it being too soon, what else are you waiting for?” 
Jordan answers easily, “For him to be gone long enough that the ache of wanting to see him again outweighs the pain of him being gone.” 
That is the best idea I’ve heard yet, but I don’t ever foresee a time the pain of losing Noah will subside. Not when a piece of myself died with him. 

“Ready?” 
“No, not at all, but let’s do it anyway.” 
Darren has already hooked his computer up to the T.V. in his room. We’re sufficiently buzzed but not drunk enough to miss the point of what we’re doing. There’s a box of tissues between us. Considering this is for Belle, I’d think he’d need them more, but hearing Noah again? Fuck.
He slides the USB into his computer, and Noah’s smiling face lights up the screen. Each of us reaches for the fucking tissues at the same damn time. It doesn’t matter the video isn’t meant for us—the moment Noah begins talking, we start crying. 
“Hey, Belle! You know, I was making videos for everyone, and I realized yours was pretty important. We don’t know each other that well, but I’m hoping by the time you watch this video we’ll be the best of friends.”
“Fuck me,” Darren groans, and Noah continues. 
“I had a dream about you last night. Get your head out of the gutter, it wasn’t that kind of dream. Even my subconscious mind knows Mel is the only woman for me.”
He was always a romantic. 
“It was such a vivid dream. We were sitting in a field watching two kids splash around in the ocean. It sounds odd. I mean, there are no fields by our ocean, but you can’t argue the logic of a dream. We were holding hands—innocently, I swear—and we were talking about our kids and how fast they were growing up. The strange part is, no one else was around. It was just us in this peaceful place and two toddlers playing in the water. It would have been creepy if there hadn’t been so much serenity surrounding us. Anyway, I don’t know you well enough now to bust out with a random dream about us in casual conversation. Hopefully, by the time you see this video, you’ll get where I was coming from. 
“What I want to say most is … thank you. I know when my time comes, you’ll be Amelia’s lifeline and the one who helps her through her sadness. When the time is right, please encourage her to date again. More than anything, Mel deserves to be the center of someone’s world. I’ve never been the kind of person who wants someone mourning my loss. Life is for the living, and if anyone understands that, I have a feeling it’s you. 
“This may sound odd, but I don’t even mind if it’s Sawyer. In fact, I’d prefer it. I’ve never been clueless about their feelings for each other, and while I know Mel loves me with her whole heart, I think she loves him too. Who knows? Maybe I’m okay with it because he’s an extension of me, and if I’m gone, it’s almost as if part of me is still with her. What I want most is for Mel to find happiness and for her to know that wherever her heart leads her, I’m happy she’s letting love in again. 
“All my life, I waited to fall in love. I wanted the kind of love my parents and grandparents had. That’s why random groupies didn’t appeal to me for long. I was never going to find what I was looking for that way. Then one night a sassy reporter brought along her sarcastic friend to an interview, and my life changed forever. 
“Thank you, Belle. Without knowing or trying, you made my life complete in every way. It’s one of the reasons I hope we become lifelong friends. Mel isn’t the only special one; you shine a bright light of your own. It’s why Darren fell for you. He confessed something to me the night we all met. We were walking downstairs to the beach at the time. I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but I figure I owe you for introducing me to my wife. Wow … I haven’t said that much yet, but I have to say, being a married man is the best feeling. Knowing this next year of my life is going to be filled with new beginnings for all of us is exciting. 
“Geez, sorry, back to you because this is important. Darren grabbed a blanket as we were heading out the door. As we walked downstairs, I said something like, ‘Always ready to fuck,’ because he’s Darren, and you’re not under any illusions about what that means. But then Darren stopped in his tracks and said, ‘Noah, I don’t care if I have sex with Belle. I just want to know her. I want to find out what motivates her to rise out of bed in the morning. I want to know what her dream vacation would be, her stance on love, marriage, politics, religion, and yeah sure, maybe I’d fucking love to know what her pussy feels like wrapped around my cock, but I’m a man and that’s natural. The thing is, I don’t care if I find that out tonight or five years from now. There’s something about her that speaks to my soul, and I’m kind of shook about it, but in a good way.’ 
“Is your jaw on the ground? Mine was, and even though the pussy line wasn’t exactly romantic, in the scope of Darren it might have just been the most romantic thing he could have said. So, while you’re taking care of Mel, be sure you’re still taking care of my brother because Darren is one of a kind. 
“Last but not least, check on Sawyer for me every now and then. I know you guys have become close and you’ve been there for him. He needs you, and he’ll need your blunt honesty more than you could know. Be kind but be truthful. And every so often give him a hug and let him know it was from me. 
“Thank you, Belle, for everything. Without even trying, you’ve made my life the best version it could’ve been.”
Darren and I don’t speak for a long while after the video ends, and by the time we do, most of the tissues are gone. Darren finally closes the lid of his computer and speaks up. 
“I’m not sure I’m going to watch my video. I think … it’s too soon after that. And I also think Noah bottled a little bit of his magic in each one of these videos. I’m going to wait until I need more of his spirit with me to watch the next one.” 
My eyes are closed, and when I dare to open them, they’re shining with fresh tears again. “I don’t think I have that luxury. If Noah told Belle he wants me with Mel, chances are she’s not the only one. I think I … I’m going to have to watch mine so I can know what kind of damage control to do.”
“I completely understand, but Sawyer,” he reaches for my arm, “take it with a grain of salt, okay? Noah giving you permission to be with Mel isn’t a bad thing. In fact, it might be the best gift he’s ever given you. If he didn’t give you his blessing, you might never give yourself a break for loving her.” 
“I don’t—” 
“Don’t even try. You’ve kept those feelings buried since the wedding, but love doesn’t go away that easily, Sawyer. It might fade into the background as life moves on, but it always remains. Every person who touches our lives in some way, good or bad, will always stay with us. Mel has done more than touch your life; she stole your heart.” 
I shake him off. “Her husband, my brother, is barely cold in his grave. Why are you pushing this?” 
Darren holds his hands up in surrender. “I’m sorry. That’s not at all what I’m trying to do. I just … know how you are, and you need to realize Noah accepted your feelings and maybe, one day, it will be okay for you to do that as well.” He rubs his forehead and exhales loudly. “I feel like I’ve somehow violated Belle’s privacy, and Noah’s, by watching that video.” 
 “I feel like Noah knew precisely what that dream meant, and he left this video for us to see.” 
His eyes light up and lock on mine. “You think that dream meant they were going to die together?” 
“After the Sara incident, Noah seemed to know and feel things that were closer to the other side. I’m sure he didn’t know Belle was going to die. How could he? But I have a feeling he suspected that dream meant more than just your average dream, or he wouldn’t have even brought it up.” 
“Do you think it’s his way of letting us know they’re together and they’re okay?” 
“Yeah, I think so.” 
Darren scoops up his tissues and tosses them in the trash. “Remind me never to let those kids play in the ocean by themselves.” 
“That would never happen anyway, but I don’t think he meant the kids were with them. That’s why they were in a field. It was a barrier. Noah and Belle are going to be Nate and Cadence’s guardian angels. I’ve thought Belle was Nate’s from the minute we got to the hospital that night.” 
“Why?” 
I lie on his bed and look at the ceiling. “Damn, Darren, if you could have seen everything going on in that room. Mel was broken ten ways till Sunday and her pain was astronomical. The trauma of the accident, combined with the pain and her injuries, I just don’t see how Nate made it.” 
Darren leans back, and now we’re side by side. “My Abuela used to say, a life for a life. It always seems one person goes out as another comes in. Maybe those lives lost become guardian angels to the new lives.” 
“That’s a nice thought, but what about Noah?”
Darren sits up again, and I follow. He grabs the tequila and pours us each a shot. “I don’t know, maybe Noah gets to watch over us all. He earned it, you know? He was a saint while he was here and saved a bunch of lives when he left. I bet he’s got some serious angel status.” Darren raises he glass. “To Noah and Belle, wherever you are.”
As we clink our shots and toss them back, I think about the people Noah was able to save and wonder if they feel him too.

Watching my video took hours. At first, I listened to the entire thing, but I couldn’t see it through the tears. I tried to process what Noah was saying, but it was too hard. After a while, I took a break and went into the nursery to see Nate. I turned off the monitor and rocked in the chair for a bit. Not long after I’d been there, Cadence started fussing, so I changed her and rocked with her. Sometimes, she isn’t hungry; it’s just like she’s looking for Belle. 
“I know you miss your mama. I think you’re smarter than anyone knows. Just because you’re small doesn’t mean you don’t know something is wrong.” 
Her pacifier slips out, and I tuck it back into her mouth as she grips my shirt. 
“We’re all trying to figure it out, you know. Even though they’re not here anymore, you and Nate will always know their love. I promise you’ll feel it through us and the stories we tell, and I know Auntie Mel has lots of stories. She’s experiencing some hard times right now, but she’s always going to be there for you. Just like Belle and Veronica have always been there for her.” 
Cadence releases a baby sigh as the pacifier falls from her lips and she’s fast asleep again. Holding her, we rock until Nate wakes up a little later. Swapping Cadence for Nate goes smoother than I expected. After changing him, I take him with me to make his bottle. Nate hasn’t learned the subtle art of waking up yet, and we definitely don’t need them both up at the same time. 
When we’re back in the room and Nate is sucking away on his bottle, I think back to the video. 
“Your dad thinks he’s outsmarted me somehow, Nate. He thinks because I loved your mommy before they got married that we can eventually go back to that. Too bad he doesn’t realize how hard it was for me to bury those feelings. It’s a good thing I did because having you in my life beats having a relationship any day.” 
Nate stares up at me as if he can understand what I’m saying. And being that he’s Noah’s son, maybe he can. 
“He never needed to ask me to take care of both of you. I’d have done it no matter what. That’s what brothers do, but more importantly, that’s what families do. You and Cadence are very lucky. You both have a lot of people who love and care about you. Noah and Belle made sure of that.” 
Nate finishes his bottle and continues looking up at me. He’s bright-eyed and awake when usually he’s asleep pretty quickly. Maybe my chatter is keeping him up, but since I don’t have Noah anymore, talking to Nate seems natural. 
“I’ll tell you a secret, even though your mommy and I can’t be together, hearing your dad say it would be okay … it lifted a lot of guilt from my heart. I will always love both of you, but falling for your mom again would be a horrible idea.” 
Nate’s brows furrow almost as if he doesn’t like what I said, but I’m sure he’s probably gassy and needs to burp. After putting him over my shoulder, I begin telling him a story. 
“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.”
Nate is asleep in minutes, but I keep building on the story. I think I’m going to tell this to him every night and maybe, when I have Cadence, I can even build on it and wrap Belle and Darren into it. If Mel ever comes out of her mental cocoon, I’m sure she could make it even better. Maybe she’ll turn it into a book for them one day. She doesn’t believe in happily ever afters for herself, but she’s good at imagining them for other people. Maybe if she imagines enough, between the two of us, we can wish one into existence for Nate and Cadence so the kind of pain and heartache that touched their parents will never be able to touch them. 
After putting Nate in his crib, I turn the monitor back on and go back to my room and lie down. Noah threw a lot at me tonight, but the one emotion I’m feeling above all else is sadness. It hasn’t even been three weeks since Noah died. This is the longest I’ve ever gone without seeing him or talking to him in my whole life. Tears stream down my cheeks once again, but I’ve stopped trying to fight them. Ever since the accident, they come when they want, and I suspect they will for a long time. 
“I miss you, Noah, so fucking much,” I whisper into the darkness with the hope that, wherever he may be, he misses me too.

In the morning, I make some coffee and sit with Darren and J in the kitchen after checking on Mel. 
“Did you watch it?” J looks up from his coffee cup. 
“Yeah, but can you guys do me a favor, please? Don’t tell anyone I did. I need to process it all, and I’m not quite ready to hand it over to Mom and Dad yet.” 
“My lips are sealed,” J replies before sipping his coffee. 
“I won’t say a word. I’m not sure how you were able to move on after the first video. I did open mine and read what Noah designated for me in his will because I didn’t know if anything was going to be time sensitive.” 
Jordan stands. “I’m not opening that envelope at all. I don’t care what Noah left me. I don’t need it, and I don’t want it. If it’s something I need to pay attention to, I’m sure someone will let me know.” He heads to the coffee pot for a refill, and I turn to Darren. 
“Did you see he left his music to Mel?” 
Cadence fusses from the swing, and Darren goes to check on her. “Yes, and I think it’s a good thing.” 
“I’m worried she’ll freak out about it like her parents’ money. She still doesn’t know what to do with what they left her.” 
Darren pops Cadence’s pacifier in her mouth. “Maybe it’s time to tell her about Sunshine.” 
Nate cries, and Jordan puts down his coffee. “I’ll get him.” 
I shake my head. “She can’t find out about that yet. She hasn’t even held her kid since a few hours after he was born. Besides, I’ve put off the opening for a few months. It killed me to do so, but Noah would want to give it all of his focus, and I can’t even give it five concentrated minutes right now.” 
Darren sighs. “Look, you don’t have to explain it to me. I just think the longer you wait to tell her, the harder it’s going to be.” 
He picks up Cadence and heads toward his room. I don’t disagree with him, but I’m hoping there will be some kind of opening for me to bring it up. It’s not just this good thing Noah and I were doing together. It’s the last secret Noah and I shared. We agreed to surprise Mel when it was a good time, and right now is the worst timing possible. In fact, I think she’ll flip out. Instead of being something good, it will be a secret Noah kept. After she found out we all knew Noah thought his time here was limited, but she didn’t, well … let’s just say I’m not ready to be on the receiving end of her wrath again. 
 




Nate
As the weeks pass, I feel like all my good intentions have gone right out the window. Amelia is worse than ever, and I’m scared she’s beyond help. Each day is a struggle for all of us. The urge to use drugs hits me at least once a day, and I fight it with everything I am, even if I desperately want to give in and not have to be the one keeping it together for once. 
Then I think of Noah and my promises to him, not just the night on the bus but even back when Marilyn almost wrecked us and I pull myself out of my funk. I won’t let those demons win when I’ve already lost Noah. One bad high and my family would lose me too, and even worse, Nate and Mel would be alone. 
We all try by encouraging Mel to get up and spend some time with her son, but she doesn’t like getting out of bed. She uses her new computer to watch videos of Noah again and again. Or to listen to her morbid death playlist of sad songs that remind her of him. 
It kills us to walk in that room and see Noah’s things sitting on the desk like he’s going to come back in one day and pick up his car keys and wallet and leave. She drowns herself in his cologne. It isn’t healthy for her, and it’s like a slap in the face to the rest of us who miss him just as much as she does but are trying to put one foot in front of the other. 
Nighttime isn’t as bad. When the house is quiet, I spend time with Nate and Mel. Darren insists on taking Nate duty every other night. I was resistant at first, but he is already up with Cadence. The sleep helps too—even if it’s fitful. Mel isn’t the only one having nightmares. 
Most nights after I put Nate to bed I go to Mel’s room and lie down with her. She pretends to be sleeping, but ever since she weaned herself off her pain meds, I know she’s not. She’s still in pain and uncomfortable, but I think her suffering shows me she’s still in there. She’s fighting to push past it but in her own way. She listens on the monitor every night for Nate; she thinks I don’t realize it, but I do. It helps make story time fun. I do it for both of them. 
After changing Nate into his pajamas, I grab his bottle to feed him. He peeks up at me with Noah’s eyes and smiles. This kid is beyond adorable. It kills me Noah isn’t here with him—to hold him, to feed him, to be on the receiving end of that smile—because that smile is worth waking up for every day. It eases the pain. When he smiles, I know Noah is still here. 
As Nate sucks on his bottle and clutches my finger with one of his hands, I wish Mel could know the peace that resides in this room during these times. “Are you ready for your Rock N Roll Prince and Princess story?” 
His eyes are always so intently focused on me, and at times I wonder if he has any clue I’m not his dad. I tell him about Noah all the time. I will talk his ear off about Noah until my dying day, but still, he only knows me. 
As usual, during the story, he stops sucking the bottle and his lips pop open. I pull it from his mouth and put him over my shoulder to rub his back and see if he’ll burp. Having him in my arms is the best feeling. I wish Mel could stop grieving enough to feel it too. 
When I know he’s down for the count, I lay him in his crib and head to Mel’s room. I feel like talking tonight, and maybe tonight she’ll decide to talk back. 
She’s curled up against the far side of the bed in Noah’s spot, and I take hers. “Nate’s asleep. He had a good day today. He spent some time with Veronica and Cadence, and I worked on some paperwork.” 
It’s not a lie. There’s a lot going on with The Sunshine Project right now as we get ready to open the dorm. I wish I could share it with her, but Mel has a lot of life to catch up on before we can even broach that subject. 
“Princess, I was thinking that since you get your cast-off next week, maybe we could take Nate down to the beach and take a walk. I seem to feel closer to Noah there, and you’ve been cooped up in the room so long it might be nice for you to get out for a change. What do you think?” 
Her body is still, too still. That’s how I know she’s not sleeping. She’s never sleeping. 
“I have a confession. I can’t write, and I can’t pick up my guitar. I think losing Noah broke me. Well, I know it did, but I think it broke the musician in me as well. I’m angry about the accident, about the music, and I feel like Noah would want me to fight, but what if I don’t want to fight? What if I just can’t do it without him? We’ve always been a team, and now I’ve lost my partner. So have you, and you lost Belle too. I know that’s why you’re like this, why it’s harder for you to face the world. Between Darren and me, we have you covered. He knows what it’s like to lose his partner, and I know what it’s like to lose my best friend. We feel like we’re losing you too, Princess. Don’t make us right.” 
Please talk …
Please say something …
“And you know what I think? I think you have to join our family again Mel. Belle and Noah would kick my ass from here to kingdom come if I didn’t fight to make you whole again. The problem is, I don’t have much fight left right now. I’m exhausted. We’re all exhausted. I wish you could see we’re all fighting just to be in the moment, even if it hurts. Please, Princess, come be in the moment with us. This is me fighting. For you, for us, for our family, and for Noah and Belle, because they aren’t here to beg you themselves. Fight, Princess, just fight.” 
As usual, I stay for a while because it’s nice to have someone to talk to even if she doesn’t talk back. Somewhere, deep inside, I know she doesn’t want to be alone any more than I do. Darren cocoons himself with Cadence at night, but I just roam this empty house in search of something I still haven’t found. Peace. 
Leaning over, I kiss the top of her head as I do each night. “Goodnight, Princess. Maybe try listening to some upbeat music tomorrow instead, huh?” I send her a link for “Going Home” by The Score and hope she’ll send back something. 
It’s one in the morning, but I’m not tired. I look at my guitar longingly from across the room and pick up my phone to text the one person I never thought I would. 
Are you awake by any chance? Not an emergency or anything.


Eli: Wide awake and bored as hell. What’s up? 


I need to talk. About Mel, about music, thought maybe your offer was still on the table?


Eli: Want me to come over? I can be there in about fifteen minutes. 


That would be great, thanks. 


 





Who would have ever guessed Eli Watts and I would become friends? 
He shows up in a pair of sweats and a hoodie. 
“Are you sure you were a teen heartthrob? Remind me again why women lust over you.” 
“Fuck you, Weston,” he replies, laughing as he steps inside. 
“Hey, it was a compliment.” 
“All part of my Shawn Lucas training.” 
“Liar, but how’s that going anyway? Want a beer?” 
We head toward the living room. “Yes on the beer if you’ve got an extra bed for me, and the Shawn stuff is going well. He’s a talented kid.” 
He already knows there’s a bed here with his name on it these days. “You’re only a few years older than him,” I say, handing him a beer. 
“Yeah, but his energy makes me feel like an old man. I like it though; it’s fun to be helping someone for a change. Don’t get me wrong, I love making music, but you guys aren’t the only ones who have thought about hanging up your hats. Just working with Shawn makes me realize how much I love hanging out in the studio and creating new music.” 
We sit on the couch and get comfortable. I’ve got Nate’s monitor out here, although I should be able to hear him if he gets fussy. 
“That was our plan. Finish touring, open a studio, and help Indie bands break into the scene with fair contracts and no BS.” 
“And now?” 
I peel the label off my beer and kick my feet up on the table. “Now, I can’t write. I can’t pick up my guitar without feeling an enormous amount of guilt and sadness and loss. I’ve always been two things: Noah’s twin and a musician. Both of those things have always gone hand in hand.” 
Eli leans forward. “Did Mel ever tell you about me? Like what I was like when I was younger? Besides the asshole who fucked her over?” 
“Nah, she pretty much stuck to the asshole part.” 
He chuckles. “I’m not sure I can blame her. I lost my way for a long time. All this Hollywood shit pulled me so far away from my roots it was like I was plucked from the ground and never quite replanted the same way.” 
His expression is wistful before he flashes me a shy smile. “I was raised in a small Christian town. I was a choir boy, and my dream was to be a pastor when I grew up.” Eli laughs as I raise a brow at his confession. “I was a kid, what can I say? Even though I rarely go to church anymore, I’m still a pretty faithful person.” 
“I would have never guessed. Not because you’re a bad guy or anything, but you’ve got the lifestyle down.” 
“Yeah, I know. After I cheated on Mel and realized I wanted to spend my life making her happy, all I wanted to do was quit music, move back home, and raise a family with her. Neither one of us would have probably been happy. This is where she was meant to be. She’s had a hard life at times, but I knew when I saw her and Noah together, she was meant to be a Weston.” 
I know that’s not easy for him to admit to me, but I’m glad he did. 
“Anyway, around the time I was struggling and missing Mel, I started getting into Christian music. I’ve always loved gospel, but these Christian rock and alternative rock bands like Switchfoot and P.O.D. started resonating with me. I could listen to them for hours. Sometimes, listening to them was better than any therapy I could buy.” 
Nate fusses on the monitor and then starts to cry. 
“Hold that thought. Can you heat up one of his bottles while I change him?” 
“Yup, I know the drill.” 
Eli has been helping out just like everyone else. He and Rory barely talk anymore. I’m pretty sure their relationship is in the shitter, but Rory can be spoiled at times and they never really seemed like a good fit to me anyway. 
After changing Nate, we meet Eli back in the living room. 
Eli sets his beer on the table. “Can I feed him?” 
“Yeah, sure.” I pass Nate to Eli and watch as he feeds him. For a brief moment, I wonder if he and Mel will get back together someday. I shake the thought from my mind quickly, but I guess Eli wouldn’t be the worst guy in the world for her to end up with. 
Nate settles into Eli’s arms easily. It’s almost like he senses Noah’s loss and Mel’s indifference and compensates for it by absorbing love from everyone he comes into contact with. He’s such a good baby. 
“She’s missing out on so much, it breaks my heart.” 
He took the words right out of my mouth. 
“She was scared when she found out she was pregnant. It didn’t last long though. As the pregnancy progressed, she and Noah were so excited. Now she’s stuck in this void where all she does is miss Noah and Belle while convincing herself she’s cursed. We’re going to have to get her help, Eli, and I’m afraid it needs to be sooner than later.” 
He stares down at Nate for a long time before looking back at me. “Nate looks like Noah. Those eyes, that hair, his smile, even his personality. But inside, he’s Mel. He’s strong, Sawyer, and he’s a fighter. He made it out of that accident too. And maybe he wasn’t hurt, but I guarantee he fought to make it in the midst of all that destruction. Mel may not look like it, but she’s fighting, she’s processing, and it takes her a while. When her mom died, it took a long time, and it was twice as bad when her dad passed away. I’d imagine losing Belle and Noah has knocked something inside of her off-kilter.” 
“What do you think we should do? Rory says we need to have her locked up or something along those lines. I’ve been trying to ignore her because it won’t end well.” 
Anger flares in his eyes. “Rory needs to mind her own fucking business. Everyone processes things differently. Remember, Mel is still hurting. She’s dealing with pain, sorrow, and post-partum hormones. I think she needs to go back to therapy because she’s not going to get through this easily, but give it a week. Let her get her cast off and see what happens. Sometimes, people get stuck on what they can see, and that cast is her last … let’s call it a bandage … she has left to shed from the accident. Everything else is psychological. Maybe losing the cast will help.” 
“Maybe you’re right. I guess a few more days can’t hurt. So you and Rory?” 
He sighs and pulls the bottle from Nate’s mouth since he’s sleeping again. “Sorry, I know she’s your sister. She hasn’t said anything?” 
“Nah, we aren’t close. I’ve tried over the years to mend the riff here and there, but she was always closer to Noah, and I was always closer to Diane. Now that Noah’s gone, I want to get to a better place with her eventually, but sometimes, Rory can make trying difficult. We’re just really different.” 
“I didn’t realize. She never talks much about her family. I think Rory just likes to be her own person.” 
I laugh. “Is that your way of calling her selfish?” 
“No—" 
“It’s okay if you are. Whatever you say, I’m not going to run to her. Well, not unless you cheated or some shit.” 
“Um … no. I learned my lesson with Mel on that one. Rory is independent. She wants to stand on her own, and that’s a good thing. But Rory also reads into things. Even before the wedding she would ask about my history with Mel. Like she didn’t trust me or her, I’m not sure.” 
Fucking Rory, always nosey. 
“That sounds like her. I’m sorry.” 
“It’s not her fault. It’s why we’ve taken things so slowly. Relationships are hard when you’re famous. I thought she’d understand because she’s your sister, but that jealousy is alive and well with her. At times jealousy can be sexy, but when your job is to travel almost all the time, trust has to be paramount. I think we’re essentially broken up; we rarely talk anymore, it’s just a matter of cutting the strings. But the day we had plans to meet up, was the day after the accident and I guess it’s just been in a holding pattern since.” 
It sounds like Eli, and I have a lot more in common than I thought. 
“I love Rory, but she’s the baby of the family and has milked that status for years. Her maturity level reflects it. Noah spoiled her most of all, but the two of them had an unbreakable bond, and I know she’s hurting right now.” 
Eli tucks the blanket tighter around Nate. “And that’s why we’re still in a holding pattern. I don’t want to hurt her more. It doesn’t bother me to still technically be dating. Rory is a cool chick, and I do like her. We’re just not right for each other, at least not right now.” 
“So … were you? Trying to get Mel back?” 
His laugh startles Nate, and Eli quickly rocks him back to sleep. He lowers his voice “Not at all. Having Mel’s friendship is priceless to me. I’d never overstep that boundary. Especially not when I could tell how happy they were together. I hesitate to say it was a once-in-a-lifetime kind of love because I want that for her again someday, but it was something special.” 
We sit silently for a few minutes before he takes Nate back to his room. When he returns, he grabs two more beers from the fridge. 
“Do you ever hold him and try to memorize every second and hope you’ll be able to do it justice when Mel finally asks about his early weeks?” 
I lean back and take a long draw from my beer before answering. “Yes, and I tell her about him every night when I go to her room to talk to her about our day. All while holding out hope that some way, somehow, Noah can see it or feel it through me, through our bond. It sounds crazy, I know.” 
“Nah, it sounds faithful, which takes me back to the music. Have you ever heard “Even If”
by MercyMe?” 
“I don’t think so.” 
“I’m going to text you a link. Tonight, when you go to bed, listen to it and just let it soak into your mind. It kind of reminds me of your situation right now.” 
“Okay, thanks.” 
Eli lies back on the couch and stretches out, looking at the ceiling. “Look, Sawyer, I’m no expert on anything, but I’ve always believed everything happens for a reason only God knows. I’m not sure I’ve ever experienced something as fucked-up as this, and it’s even had me questioning my faith. Finally reconciling with Belle only to lose her has me twisted up in knots. On one hand, we were friends again, and I don’t ever have to wonder what if. On the other hand, we lost so much time because I was an idiot. That’s why I’m here now. I’m not going to lose any more time with anyone. And I meant what I said. If you want to work through music or play some guitar, I’m down. No one ever wants to play guitar with me.” 
Chuckling, I lie on the other half of the sectional. “That’s because you’re a pop star and pop stars don’t know how to play guitar.” 
“Lies, all lies. I learned from the best.” 
“Do you know how jealous that makes me? Joey Triton is a fucking legend. Maybe we should play together; it would be like learning from the king himself.” 
“That’s what I’m talking about. Give it whatever time you need to break through your block and then we’ll talk more.” 
My best friend is in the room down the hall with his daughter, but I’m baring my soul to Eli fucking Watts. I swear I heard Noah say that in my head and it makes me smile. 
“I don’t want to be broken musically because Noah is gone. I want to play for both of us as a way to keep him with me.” 
“You will in time. Everything happens when it’s meant to.” 
I wonder if Mel realizes how much Eli believes in Destiny. She seems to have a thing for men who believe in things bigger than us. Noah’s Fate, Eli’s Destiny … Hell, for our brief encounters, my belief in Karma would probably even fit. Maybe if she ever comes back to us, I’ll point it out to her one day. 
Eli knocks out and begins lightly snoring, so I make my way to my room so I can try to get some sleep. I put the song he suggested on repeat and listen to it again and again. It resonates deep within me. Maybe if I can build up my courage to start playing or writing again, I can use it as leverage to pull Mel back into our orbit. 

The next day, I face my fears and pick up my guitar. At first, it’s difficult. With every chord I play, my heart aches. Switching tactics, I put down my guitar and grab my journal instead. As soon as I pick up the pen, the lyrics begin to flow. 
It’s the cathartic release I’ve been waiting for. With the night of the accident at the forefront of my mind, the words come in a rush. My hands tremble as the fear I felt running to their bus comes to the surface. The terror I felt as their screams met my ears has me breathing heavy even now. The relief of finding Noah and Mel alive was short-lived but the hardest part to acknowledge as the memories bleed onto the page … My deeply hidden feelings for Mel. My heart stops at the realization, and my world comes crashing down. 
When I found her after the accident, I attributed my relief to my thankfulness she was alive. I’m still thankful—that isn’t up for debate—but as I look at the last words I wrote, I know these aren’t fictional liberties at play. Those feelings I don’t want to have anymore are seeping to the surface. Now is not the time. 
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
I pick up my guitar again and try a couple of potential melodies, but nothing fits and it still feels wrong. But when I look down at the words on the page, I know I want to do this. I pick up my phone and text Eli. 
 
Offer still good to help me through my musical slump?


Eli: Definitely, what are you thinking? 


I got some lyrics down which was easier than playing. I need help with some music. Whenever you’re free? 


Eli: Tomorrow work for you? 


Perfect. 


Eli: See you then. 


 





“What do you think, Noah? Me and Eli fucking Watts are making music together. I’m not sure if you’d get a kick out of this or if it would piss you off.” 
I look around my room and wish he’d come through the door again. I need to get some photos of us put up in here. Maybe it will help me feel closer to him. In the meantime, I’ll keep working on The Sunshine Project, taking care of Nate and Mel, and warding off as many of the media requests as I can. I’m not inclined to give another interview as long as I live, so it’s not a hardship to decline them. 
The other guys never really seemed to care much about giving interviews, but I think Wyatt and Darren are with me. 
There’s just nothing left to say. 
 




Missing
Mel came back from the doctor a few minutes ago and went straight to her room. Darren and I were on the floor with Mom and the kids when Rory followed her, Eli shooting a disapproving glare at her back. Within minutes, we heard Mel and Rory arguing. By the time I made it to her room, I heard the slap and looked up in time to see Mel stagger backward. While I yell at Rory, Mel apologizes and runs out. 
All the anger I’ve had building against Rory comes to a head. 
“I can’t believe you just hit her! Who the hell are you? Noah would not be okay with this!” 
Rory cringes under my rage, but I don’t give a flying fuck. Mel literally just walked into the house from getting her cast off, went to her room to decompress from the day, and Rory went off. 
“She took off in Noah’s car,” Darren says as he comes back inside. 
“Fuck!” I pull my phone out of my pocket as my fury takes over. “Mac, I need you to track Noah’s car and Mel’s phone. Just monitor them for now but keep me updated, okay?” 
As I’m talking to Mac, Mom takes the kids into the nursery, and Eli and Rory’s fighting echoes through the house. 
“That’s it, Rory, I’m done. You’re petty and childish, and you should never put hands on anyone. Especially someone who is mentally lost, grieving, and recovering from a deeply traumatic experience.” 
“I’m grieving too!” Rory screams back at him. 
“You are, and I’m sorry you’re hurting. You lost your brother, but Mel lost her husband and best friend all at once. She was there, she witnessed it and lived through the carnage, so you’ll have to excuse the fuck out of her if she isn’t where you think she should be!” 
“Why is everything always about Mel? What about that little boy in there who needs his mom? What about my family who is coddling her on top of what they’re going through?” 
I can’t take it anymore. Rory needs to shut up and grow up. 
“Enough! Rory, you need to leave. What you did is unforgivable, and if Mel ever lets you see Nate again, you should consider yourself lucky. I don’t care how pissed you are or how much you’re hurting, you don’t ever have the right to hit someone. Mel is barely hanging on to reality right now. How are you going to feel if you just gave her the final straw to push her over the edge?” 
Her mouth drops, but I don’t give her a chance to reply. 
“It doesn’t matter. Get out of my house, and don’t come back until I say you can. Even then, do not show your face again until you’re ready to apologize to Amelia.”
Tears stream down her cheeks as she gathers her things. 
“I was only trying to help,” Rory sobs as she leaves. 
“I’ll go with her. The babies are napping peacefully. Keep me posted on Mel, please,” Mom says with a quick hug goodbye. 
After Mom leaves, I don’t know what to do with myself. As I pace the room, my phone buzzes. 
Mac: She’s at Target.


Okay keep monitoring her, please.


Mac: You got it.


 





“I’m sorry, Sawyer. I shouldn’t have blown up at Rory like that in your house.” 
“It’s fine,” I tell Eli as I sit with him and Darren on the couch. “I’m glad Mel has someone who has her back. Mac says she’s at Target.” 
Darren smiles. “You know damn well that’s her happy place. Maybe she just needed to feel human again. I bet that’s a good sign.” 
I rub my temples and wish away my sudden headache. “I want to be optimistic, but my gut tells me something is off.” 
Eli leans forward, propping his elbows on his knees. “Well, your sister just hit her. Mel isn’t in the state of mind to deal with that right now. The last thing I want to do is bail on you guys, but I’m supposed to meet my manager for dinner. Never mind, I’ll cancel. I should be here.” 
“Dude, that’s your job. We’ll call you when we know something,” Darren tells him. I’m still not sure if Darren likes Eli or not, but he puts up with him easier these days. 
“Darren’s right. We’ll keep you updated. Right now, she’s shopping. If she doesn’t come back soon, I’ll let you know.” 
Eli seems unsure, but he finally relents. “Okay, but I’m only going to be downtown. I can be back in an hour.” 
After Eli leaves, I get a new text from Mac. 
Mac: She’s at the bank.


My mind spins in so many directions, it’s hard to think. Mel could just be getting some money or checking her balance. Or she could be running. Clothes and a suitcase at Target, money from the bank. As I text Mac, I head into her room. 
Watch her closely. I want to know the next place she goes and if you see the car is even starting to move in the direction of any of the local airports, let me know. 


Mac: You got it, should I be worried? 


I don’t know. Rory hit her and Mel fled like a bat out of hell. 


Mac: Why? 


Because in Rory’s fucked-up mind she was helping. 


Mac: Lord help us all. 


Amen


Mac: I’m coming to the house. Ryan is going to monitor while I’m gone. It will be easier for me to keep tabs on her from the office. 


See you soon. 


“What are you looking for?” Darren asks as I stand in the middle of Mel and Noah’s room. 
I start opening drawers. “Passport, pills, goodbye notes, anything … everything. She’s at the bank now.” 
“Sawyer, she didn’t have time to write a note. She grabbed her purse and ran. I’m sure she’s fine. Maybe she wants to see how rich she is now.” 
“Seriously?” 
“Sorry, bad joke. Do you want me to help?” 
I drop down to the bed and close the nightstand. Noah’s scent invades my senses. If only he were here to help guide me on this. 
“Nah, her pills are all in the drawer, and I have no idea where she keeps her passport. I know she loves Nate, so I really can’t see her running that far away. Maybe she just needs time, maybe it’s this house, or fuck, maybe it’s me.” 
Darren sits and tosses an arm over my shoulder. “It’s her grief. Nothing more and nothing less. It’s been less than two months since the accident. Getting out of the house and going somewhere that doesn’t have that medicinal smell and remind her of the hospital is probably going to help her in the long run. She loves us, she’s just a bit more lost than we are right now. Have some faith in her, Sawyer.” 
“I’m so fucking pissed at Rory.” 
“Oh, I’m with you. I’ve never wanted to hit a woman before, but I wanted to hit your sister tonight.” 
“She’s lucky Mel didn’t hit her back. She’s got a decent right hook.” 
Darren laughs with the memory. Those were the best times of our lives. 
“I just realized something.” 
Darren stands and looks out the window “What’s that?” 
I follow suit, watching as the sun begins to set and the seagulls fly in search of their last chance at a snack. “Even though we had some really great times on tour, I think having Belle and Mel with us made our tour even better.” 
“It’s because they’re basically the female versions of us. Belle was definitely mine. I have a confession to make.” 
“Yeah? What’s that?” 
Darren doesn’t look at me he keeps his focus on the ocean. 
“I can’t close my eyes anymore without seeing Belle lying helpless on the highway. And when I dream, she’s either awake in my arms and okay, or I relive her being in my arms and never waking up.” 
“Fuck, man, why didn’t you say something sooner? I would’ve … Hell, I don’t even know.” 
He wipes away his tears and shoves his hands in his pockets. “It’s why I keep Cadence close. She grounds me, and even though I wake up knowing Belle is gone, I’ve still got my baby girl. Belle lives on through our daughter. She’s going to hate me when she’s growing up because I’m going to watch her like a hawk. And don’t think I’m ever going to let her hop on a tour bus with Nate. History will not repeat itself.” 
“Maybe you should talk to someone. I know it’s hard, and it can take a long time, but from personal experience, I can tell you those images don’t just go away. And as far as the kids go, I don’t want Nate on a bus either, but if he sings or plays like Noah or Joey did, I’m not sure if I can stop him. Not to mention, if Cadence gets your drumming skills, the two of them could be selling out stadiums just like us.” 
“Sawyer!” 
Darren and I rush out of the bedroom, abandoning our conversation as Mac’s voice carries through the halls. 
“Hey, Mac, any news?” 
“She’s at the cemetery. Do you want me to go there and wait?” 
We all have equally pained expressions. Mel didn’t get out of the car for the funeral. Plus, we all saw how she lost it at the church. 
“Not yet. Keep tracking her though. She didn’t say goodbye then; maybe she needs to do it now.” 
Both the kids start crying at the same time, and I’m feeling overwhelmed. Mac heads to the office while Darren and I get them settled again. Nate’s smile after I change his diaper is priceless, and I wish Mel would hold him or at least spend some time with him and let his love wash over her. 
As the hours pass, I’m starting to freak out, and I’m not the only one. Mom has been texting me, and so have Eli and Diane. 
Darren paces the floor. “Sawyer, maybe we should send Mac or go ourselves. It’s getting late, and the cemetery closed hours ago.” 
It’s after eleven now. What in the world is she doing at the cemetery after dark? Maybe she’s sitting in the car sleeping or thinking. 
“I’ll go if you can watch Nate. I don’t want her to feel like we’re ganging up on her. I’ll call if anything is off.” 
“No,” Mac intervenes, “I’ll go with you, and we’ll take Noah’s keys. If you need help, I’ll be there. If not, one of us can bring back Noah’s car.” 
“Good idea. You still good with Nate, Darren?” 
“Go, Sawyer, I’ve got this handled. It’s my night with him anyway, but keep me posted.” 
“Will do.” 
Mac grabs my keys and Noah’s spare set. I want to drive, but he won’t let me, so I don’t even bother complaining. As he drives the road that has become all too familiar, I turn to him. 
“Do you think I waited too long? Do you think she’s … alive?” 
“She’s fine.” 
“You say that like you know.” 
Mac looks at me before glancing back at the road. “Because I do. My job is to protect all of you. Do you think I haven’t had a guy at the cemetery since she got there?” 
“Jesus, Mac! Why didn’t you say something?” 
“You didn’t ask, and after the guard on duty told me what was going on, I thought Mel needed some time.” 
“What did he say? Who is it anyway?” I don’t know all of his men well. I prefer to keep Mac or Ryan with us at all times if possible. 
“Jon is with her. Well, he’s there. She’s unaware. He said she’s been talking and crying and has a sleeping bag.” 
“Fuck. This is all Rory’s fault. Who the hell sleeps in a cemetery? How the hell did she even get in there?” 
Mac chuckles. “Paid off the groundsman. Mel paid him to let her in and pretend he didn’t see her. Jon paid him double for the key with the promise to return it before morning. 
She’s in a cemetery at night, planning a sleepover with her dead husband and best friend. I don’t know what to do at this point. This is beyond healing; this is worthy of admission to a psych hospital. 
“How much did she pay him?” 
“A thousand bucks. He said he did it because he knew who she was, that he was a fan, and he thought she needed some privacy. He also passed along his condolences. He won’t say anything, he could lose his job.” 
“Thank you for looking out for her, for all of us.” 
“There is no need to thank me. You guys are family, and family sticks together. I only wish we weren’t in this situation.” 
I guess I’ve taken for granted that they’re working through their grief too. God, I’m an asshole. 
“Hey, Mac, you and Ryan should take some time off. Have some of your guys take over. I’m sorry. I was so caught up in everything I didn’t think to offer sooner.” 
Mac turns off the lights and pulls behind Noah’s car before turning to me. “We’re good, Sawyer. For guys like us, working through the pain helps.” 
“I won’t argue, but please let me know if you change your mind.” 
“Will do. What do you want to do now?” 
We get out of the car, and I look up at the brightly lit moon. Jon appears out of the shadows. 
“Is she okay?” My whispered words are heavy with worry. 
“She’s been asleep for the last twenty minutes or so. This place creeps me out, but she’s a tough cookie.” 
“Let’s wait a bit longer and see if she comes out on her own. If not, I’ll go in and get her.” 
While we’re waiting, I send Mel a link to “Hemorrhage” by Fuel, hoping she’ll understand the meaning and wishing she’ll text me back. She doesn’t, and while I try to wait patiently with Mac in the parking lot, almost two hours have passed since we arrived. I’ve been texting with Darren and Eli for hours but it’s two in the morning and I’ve got some decisions to make. 
“All right, I’m going in. Mac, please wait in Noah’s car, and then you can follow us home. Jon, if I don’t need the key to get out, you can leave and return it unless Mac needs you for anything else.” 
Not waiting for their decision, I brace myself and head inside to find Mel. 
“Fucking hell, Princess!” The picture in front of me is heartbreaking. I see her in the distance curled into a ball between Noah and Belle’s graves. “Are you okay, Mel?” I ask, lifting her and all her shit into my arms. 
“I’m lost, Sawyer. I’m just so fucking lost,” she’s sobs, and I clutch her tighter to my chest. 
“Me too, Mel. I got you, okay?” With each step closer to my SUV, I swear my heart sighs in relief. After setting her in the front seat, I tug the sleeping bag off of her and strap her into the seatbelt before getting into the car myself. 
I try steadying my hands as I pull away. Mac pulls out behind us but keeps the lights off. Good man. There’s no need to make her feel worse. 
“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!” 
 She did not just say that. I veer off the road and slam on the brakes before giving her my full attention. “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.” 
The dam breaks again, and my head falls to the steering wheel as my chest heaves with sobs. Mel reaches over and pulls my hands away from the wheel. Surprised, I look up at her as she unbuckles her seatbelt and I do the same. She throws herself at me and wraps me in a hug, and we cry together. Once we’ve composed ourselves, I release her—though I wish I didn’t have to—and put my seatbelt on. After she clicks hers into place, I make my way back onto the road and head 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.” 
I chance a look at her, but she’s staring out the window. “Something did. I think I officially lost my mind tonight.” 
“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.” Her words wrap around me like a healing balm. 
“I’m not going anywhere, Princess.” 
We’re quiet for the rest of the ride, but I look over at her every couple of minutes to make sure she’s okay. I can’t lose her too, and I’ve got to figure out how to fix this before it’s too late. 
Darren is pacing the hall when we walk inside. As soon as he sees Mel, he scoops her into a hug. Why can’t she see how much she means to us? How much she’s loved? 
 “Are you okay?” Darren asks as he releases her.
“Yeah, I guess I am.” 
“You should have hit her back,” Darren snaps 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.” 
Princess doesn’t get to defend Rory, not for this. “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.” 
I follow her as she walks down the hall and don’t fail to notice she pauses right outside of Nate’s nursery and peeks in. Maybe that unexpected trip did her some good. Or maybe she’s thinking about saying goodbye. 
“Get some sleep, Mel. Tomorrow, we’re going to tackle motherhood,” I give her hand what I hope is a comforting squeeze before going into my room to text Eli and Darren. We need to come up with a plan. 
Darren comes to my room, and we call Eli. I fill them in on everything in detail instead of the abbreviated text versions. 
“Sawyer, do you think she’s suicidal?” Eli asks hesitantly. 
“I’m not sure. I think Mel’s lost and doesn’t know where her place is anymore. Noah gave Mel a home and made her his best friend. She relied on him for the comfort and stability she’d been missing for years. Now … she’s worse than ever, at least emotionally.” 
Darren speaks up. “We need to try harder then. We need to make her want to be here with us. I’ll see if I can get Wyatt to come by soon. He’s been MIA a lot lately. Fuck, maybe we’re failing everyone. We have to work harder to keep everyone together.” 
The last thing I need right now is to feel guilty. I don’t even get time to process my own grief these days. 
“Guys,” Eli says, “you’re all still processing everything. Things will fall into place as time passes. Priority number one is getting Mel some help. I’ll come by in the morning, and I’ll get in touch with her therapist too. She was seeing someone my cousin referred her to. I’ll find out who it is.”
“Yeah, that sounds good. Mel paused outside the nursery tonight. I told her we’re tackling motherhood tomorrow. It’s do or die time. I can’t keep letting her pass on taking the next step, not after tonight.” 
“I’ll bring my guitar. We can stay busy but present. See you two in the morning.” 
Eli hangs up, and Darren paces the room. 
“We can’t lose her, Sawyer.” 
“We’re not going to. I think we’re finally getting her back.” 
Cadence’s cries echo through the monitor in his hand. “Duty calls. See you in the morning.” 
As I’m lying in bed, the events of the day bombard me, and I send Mel the link to “The Great Escape” by Pink. This song says everything I’m feeling right now without us having to have a sad, depressing conversation. No matter what happens, I’m not going to lose someone else in this family. Instead of sleeping, I pick up the journal next to my bed that I’ve been writing in since the accident. If I can get my words in order, maybe they will give Mel some peace from her nightmares. She still wakes up in fear most nights because she can’t remember the accident or she remembers bits and pieces. There’s nothing worse than living through something awful, except living through it and not being able to put the puzzle together. I’m going to help make her whole again, one memory at a time. 
 




Finding Our Way
Mel began her metamorphosis the next day. I tried to play it cool while she held Nate for the first time, but inside I was a mess. I was happy for her and Nate, but I was also terrified it could be the beginning of me losing them. She gave him his first bath, and I helped her through it. It was then I realized how much I’d changed in the weeks since the accident. I didn’t feel like the same person anymore, and I guess that was a good thing. Without Noah, I’d never be the same again. 
Over the next few weeks, Mel started coming back to us. She went back to therapy and started taking shifts with Nate. I refused to let her take over completely—my time with Nate was my favorite part of the day. At night, when it was only the two of us in the nursery, I’d talk to him about life, Noah, Mel, and our family. It was my bonding time with my nephew, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to give it up. 
I’d also given in and started talking to Lola. We texted at first but gradually moved to phone calls. I’m trying to believe she’s changed, and it’s nice to have interactions with someone removed from my immediate family. It seems Lola might give me a chance at having some normalcy in my life. 
With Mel’s birthday on the horizon, it’s hard to believe it’s been over a month since the night at the cemetery. She still has her problems, but she’s come a long way in a short period of time. 
I’ve been in my room for the past few hours working on some music while Mom visits with the kids. There’s a knock at my door, and I close my journal. 
Knowing my reprieve has ended, I sigh. “Come in.” 
Mom smiles as she peeks her head inside. “It’s nice to see you being creative again.” 
After tossing my notebook aside, I pat my bed for her to sit. “It’s not the same, but I’m trying. I think Noah would want that.” 
“Honey,” she says, sitting beside me, “I know he’d want that for you. Noah only wanted you to be happy. I want to talk to you about Mel’s birthday. I was thinking maybe a small family dinner to celebrate.” 
“No, Mom. Mel doesn’t like celebrating her birthday. We can work on that next year, but I think we need to respect her wishes this year.” 
“But it’s her birthday, and we need to remind her that she’s family.” 
“Mom, her birthday is a difficult day for a multitude of reasons. I’ve already talked to her about it, and you have to trust me. No production. Call her or text her, but it needs to be low-key.” 
She tsks me with a disapproving gaze but reluctantly agrees. “Okay, Sawyer. Next year, we give her the Weston family birthday she deserves.” 
Lord help her. 
“Thanks, Mom.” I lean over and kiss her cheek. 
“Sawyer, have you watched your video yet?” 
It’s one thing to avoid this topic, but I’m not going to lie to her face. “Yeah, I have.” 
“I figured as much. Are you going to let us watch it?” 
I open my bedside table drawer and pull out the plastic container I have it in for safe keeping. “Mom, I’m conflicted about this video. I’m giving it to you with the understanding that you won’t judge me and you won’t push me one way or the other about what Noah says.” 
As I pass the container to her, her eyes well up with tears. “Thank you for trusting me with this. I’ll bring it back soon. Sawyer, you should know by now that judgment has no place in my heart, especially when it comes to my children. You’re my son, and I love you. Whatever life choices or mistakes you make are yours to live with and learn from. I’m here for you whenever you need me, in whatever capacity that may be.” 
Although I knew that would be her stance, it’s a relief to hear her say it again. 
“Thanks, Mom.” 
A little later that night, I pull out the framed photo I had made for Mel’s birthday. I’m listening to “Flying High Falling Low” by Walking on Cars and debating on giving it to her. Noah would have gone all out for her big day—party, presents, people—but my gut tells me all she needs this year is time to reflect and a good memory. Money isn’t going to buy her happiness, especially not this year. 
Firming my resolve that this is the right choice, I wrap the photo of everyone together last year on her birthday. I don’t think she’s ever seen it. In the morning, I’ll pop by the local bakery and get her a cupcake. Birthdays should always be celebrated with cake, and you only turn thirty once. Besides, knowing Mel, cake for breakfast will make her smile. If I’m lucky, it will be a real smile, one that means she’s feeling everything deep down in her soul. 

After giving Mel her present, I decided to take a drive. The next thing I knew I was standing in front of Belle and Noah’s graves. 
“Hey, guys. I’m sure you know Mel’s birthday is today. The big three-oh.” 
It’s a nice day with a brisk breeze, but that’s common for November. The skies are clear, and the sun is shining. It’s a far cry from the darkness I was shrouded in last time I was here. 
“I can’t help but hope the two of you are together wherever you are. Things here have sucked, but I think we might be at a place where we move forward. It’s scary. The one good thing about being in a holding pattern for so long was not having to think about what life would be like without you two. It’s hard for everyone, but man, Mel had us worried for a long time. 
“She’s a great mom, Noah. It was hard at first, but damn, once she finally took that pivotal first step and wrapped Nate in her arms, I was prouder than I’ve ever been. It took everything in her to take that risk. Like you pointed out in your video, she thinks she’s cursed and is going to pass that curse to Nate. I think she’s slowly realizing the benefits of being his mom far outweigh any imagined risk.
“Belle, Cadence is just the cutest little girl. She’s had a rough time adjusting to you being gone. She’s a smart cookie, and she knows something is different, but Darren is the epitome of a perfect father. There isn’t a need she has that isn’t addressed and taken care of. They’re two peas in a pod, and she helps him get through the night. He started talking to my old therapist. I don’t think anyone else knows, but he’s having a hard time getting those last images of you out of his head. I am too. You guys didn’t deserve to go out like that. No one does.” 
I look around to be sure I wasn’t followed and to double-check that there aren’t any photographers. I probably should have considered that earlier. It’s been a little better—the calls and emails have slowed. There isn’t anything to know, and no one is getting an exclusive into what happened that night. No one is profiting from our pain. 
“I’ll bring flowers next time. My car kind of drove here on its own. I’m trying to keep my promises to you, Noah; I hope you can see that. As far as your video goes, you eased my guilt a lot but I’m not sure about Mel and me. If you could have known how she’d be affected by losing you and Belle at the same time, you wouldn’t have asked. I think that makes a big difference in why she lost herself. She’s still lost. 
“I’ve been working on a journal. I’m going to give it to her to read soon. Maybe it will help her remember the accident in clearer detail. I knew from her dreams she couldn’t put it all together, but when she confessed how hard it is for her to be missing those moments, well … now I want to share it with her. I only hope the knowledge she gains will outweigh the pain it brings. I’ve been gone a while, and since it’s her birthday, I want to get home. We love you both and miss you every day.” 
With my hands tucked in my pockets, I walk to the car while blinking back tears the whole way. I’m disappointed and proud of myself because I didn’t cry, but that means I’m moving farther away from the pain. I’m not sure that’s a good thing. 

Right before Thanksgiving, I got a text from Anna. I thought it had to do with Wyatt since he’s been pulling away from us. I don’t think he has figured out how to be with us without Noah. If only he’d talk about it, he’d realize he isn’t alone. 
 
Bethie: I have something important to tell you, but I’m not supposed to. 


Way to be cryptic. Are you okay? 


Bethie: More than. Wyatt wants to wait until Thursday, but you’re my person, Sawyer, and I want you to be the first to know. We’re having a baby! 


 





I immediately call her. 
“Hey,” she says softly. 
“Bethie, for real?” 
“Yes, one hundred percent.” 
For the first time since the accident, I’m excited and happy about something. “I’m going to be an uncle again. Congratulations! Why wouldn’t you call me?” 
“I wanted to, but Wyatt wanted to tell everyone together.” 
“You know he won’t hear it from me, but I imagine you’ll tell him anyway.” 
She laughs, “I probably will.” 
“Is he okay Bethie? I’m worried about him, and now that you’re not too far away, maybe I should start checking in more. It’s just been hard with the kids and Mel.” 
The sound of a door closing echoes in the background. “He’s not doing great, but he’s been better since we found out about the baby. Right now, he’s just lost in the fact Noah won’t ever know our child. He misses his best friend, and he’s being overprotective of me, but I think he’s coming around.” 
“Darren and I miss our other best friend. I know he and Noah were close, but please remind him we’re still here and not having him around makes everything harder.” 
“I will, and we’ll see you in a few days. I think the holidays and the kids will put everything back into perspective for him. It’s hard for him to see Nate too. Once he realizes how fast he’s grown, I think his take on that will change.” 
I look at one of the photos on my nightstand of the four of us together and wish we could go back to those happier times. “We can’t wait to see you guys. Love you, Bethie. Congratulations again.” 
“Love you too, Uncle Sawyer.” 

The weeks passed, and the holidays came and went. Cadence and Nate became a walker and a crawler respectively, and Saylor and Emme couldn’t get enough of them. As a family, we tried to mimic a normal holiday, but nothing was as festive or the same as before. I took over Noah’s meals to the hospital for the holidays, not only for Dr. Martin but also for the hospital in Utah. They were great to us all and were just as devastated as we were when we lost Noah. 
Mel and I stayed sufficiently liquored up through the season—her more than me—but we all made it through. When my family finally packs up to go home, it’s a relief. We’re in this weird place where everyone is trying way too hard to be normal, and it’s backfiring. 
Before leaving Mom returns my video from Noah. She doesn’t say anything, but I can see all the unasked questions in her eyes. 
“You promised.” I remind her. 
“And I meant it. I won’t ask any questions, but I want to say something.” 
I can tell it’s important to her and nod my permission. 
“You and your brother had a bond that I can’t even begin to understand. Even though I’m his mother, I know his loss has hit you the hardest. If I could take away your pain, I would, but maybe I can ease it.” Mom pauses and looks around my room at all the newly hung photos of our friends and family. “Sawyer, you’ve always felt deeply and loved fiercely. That compounded with your fearlessness made it hard at times to know how to guide you when you always seemed so grown already.” 
“You guided all of us well, Mom.” 
She sighs. “I hope so. I’m trying to say Noah knew you best. That’s hard to admit, but it’s the truth. Someday, maybe you’ll want to talk to me about Mel, maybe not. But I’ve thought long and hard, and I hope you can take Noah’s video for the gift that it is. The universe has a way of righting itself when things go haywire, and I think Noah’s video to you is exactly that. Now, I’m going home with all of my beautiful gifts and love in my heart. I love you, Sawyer.” 
Her words sink in slowly, but I don’t want to think about what they mean right now. “I love you too.” 
At the door, she turns around. “Are you going to let Mel watch your video if she asks?” 
“No.” 
“I figured as much, but just keep in the back of your mind that there may come a day you probably should share it with her. Especially if Noah was right.” 
She ducks out of my room before I can reply, and she’s lucky because that was one dig too deep. 

After the holidays, I had more time on my hands. I’d picked a board to run The Sunshine Project. All major decisions were still mine, and I was still involved in most of the day-to-day stuff, but what used to take me hours now only took minutes. After I opened the dorm to the students, I backed off a bit. It won’t be forever, but it’s painful to do it without Noah, and I want to focus on moving forward right now. 
Once Mel started taking care of Nate, it became routine for us to check in with each other at night. Some nights we met in her room, and some nights we met in mine. Occasionally, Darren joined us, but mostly he hunkered down in his room with Cadence after bedtime. I was worried for him, but he had lots to process. 
One night, Mel had such a bad nightmare she flared her back injury up while sleeping. I gave her some pain medicine, and finally, my journal. It’s been over five months since the accident, and her therapy is going well, but she’s not making any progress on her nightmares. While she was waiting for her medicine to kick in, she filled me in on what Noah wished for me in life. I was blown away when she told me Noah wanted to be my manager and for me to go solo. But she could have knocked me over with a feather when she admitted Noah wanted me to be Nate’s guardian if anything ever happened to them. I left her alone with my journal and went back to my room to think. 
If anyone could have convinced me to go solo, it would have been Noah, but even with him as my manager, I’m not sure I could have done it. Now we’ll never know. 
I’m still thinking about how I feel about Noah trusting me enough to be Nate’s guardian when Mel appears at my door with tears streaming down her face. 
“Is it true?” 
“Is what true?” 
“You have pictures of Noah and Nate?” She comes closer, and I grab my phone from the table. These pictures have haunted me, but I could never find the right time to give them to her. She never seemed strong enough to handle them. 
“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.” 
She climbs into bed with me. “Now, Sawyer. A good time is right now. Please.”
She gasps as I hand her my phone. At first, she smiles this brilliant, beaming smile I haven’t seen in ages. She’s fucking gorgeous when she smiles like that. But then her expression crumbles and her tears start again, followed by heaving sobs. 
 “Thank you, Sawyer.” 
I put my phone aside and pull her into my 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.” 
Mel continues to cry, but her words are flowing. When she relaxes in my arms, I know her pain meds have finally kicked in. She keeps apologizing for being selfish no matter how many times I tell her it wasn’t her fault and it’s not anything she needs to be sorry for. We all break and heal differently. As she falls asleep wrapped in my arms, I realize there is so much truth in that. If I didn’t have Princess and Nate, I would’ve lost it. I don’t think I would have realized my significance in this family. I would have drowned in my grief for Noah and probably would’ve OD’d by now. Helping them saved me, and with that realization, I tuck Princess closer to me and enjoy our closeness. 
She’s my best friend, and with each passing day, I’m finding it harder and harder to keep those old feelings from resurfacing. But I won’t wreck this because I can’t lose her. I can’t lose Nate, and no matter how much I once wished we could have it all, I don’t want her at the loss of my brother. 
Maybe I can enjoy the feel of her in my arms though, just for tonight. 
A few hours later, Nate wakes me up screaming. Mel is out cold, so I tuck the blanket around her and extricate myself. 
“What’s wrong, Nate? That’s not your usual cry.” 
He looks up at me with those big green eyes that match mine, and his bottom lip quivers. As soon as I scoop him into my arms, he starts gnawing on my arm, and that’s when I feel the sharp prick. The corner of one little tooth is poking up, but it looks like he might be getting one right next to it too. Poor guy is in pain, and he’s a little warm. Time to text Diane. I know she keeps her phone on for her patients.


Hey, Nate is getting teeth and he’s warm and grumpy. He can have baby acetaminophen, right? 


Numero Uno: Yes, just read the box and don’t give him more than it says. I put those teethers we got him for Christmas in the freezer when we were there last time. Give him one to chew on and make some coffee. You’re in for a long night. 


Thanks, sorry to wake you. 


Numero Uno: It’s okay, are you all right? Where’s Mel? 


I’m okay, Mel’s sleeping. She had a bad dream and hurt her back again. I had to give her pain meds. Actually, that’s a lie. I’m pissed this is something Noah isn’t here for. It’s never going to stop hurting. 


Numero Uno: I’m sorry to hear about Mel. I’m pissed too, and I’m sad. But if Nate is going to have a man in his life, I’m glad it’s you. 


Me too. 


Numero Uno: Let me know if you need anything else. Otherwise, I’ll check in tomorrow. Love you. 


Love you too. Goodnight. 


 





“Come on, little guy, let’s get you some medicine and something cold for those gums.” 
He’s a little fussy for the next few hours and won’t leave my lap. The medicine seems to help, and so does the teether. A little before dawn, I finally manage to get him to take a bottle, and he falls asleep on my chest. One tooth poked all the way through, and the other peeked out a bit. I think that helped with the pain. 
I wake up to Mel’s screams of joy at Nate’s new teeth, but it quickly fades to sadness because Noah isn’t here for them. I understand the feeling. I’m proud as fuck to experience all of this with them, but the joy should be Noah’s. 
When Mel says she’s going to watch Noah’s video today, I’m floored. It’s about time. I’m supposed to have lunch with Lola today, but I immediately cancel. 
 
Sorry, can’t do lunch today. Something came up. 


Lola: I’m disappointed maybe dinner soon? 


 





She’s trying to move this into a date. I guess it’s the least I can do for canceling on her. 
 
Sure, I’ll be in touch soon to figure out when and where. 


Lola: Sounds good. I’ll be looking forward to it. 


After talking to Darren about Mel, I follow her into the nursery and listen to her talking to Nate from the door. 
“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.” 
“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.” 
She doesn’t turn around and doesn’t reply. 
“I canceled on Lola. Noah’s video wrecked me, Mel. Even if Darren can help with Nate, someone needs to be here for you.” 
With Nate in her arms, she spins around, eyes flashing with anger. It’s sexy when she gets fired up, and it’s been a long time since I’ve seen her this way. “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?” 
Is she jealous? As she rolls her eyes and inhales deeply, I’m oddly flattered. 
“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.” 
Ah, she’s defending my honor. That’s cute. I lean against the wall and flash her my signature cocky smirk. I shouldn’t egg her on, but I’ve fucking missed this side of her. “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.” 
She sighs sadly but looks me straight in the eye. “It’s not my business if you are.” 
“The hell it’s not.” I’ve been watching over her for months. She’d better have my back when I need her to. 
“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.” 
Yes! I can’t stop the smile from spreading across my face. If she weren’t about to watch Noah’s video, I’d be tempted to make her celebrate this milestone. My Princess is officially back. 
“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.” With a quick kiss to her cheek, I take Nate from her. “I love you, Mel. Thanks for showing me you still care.” 
Shit, did I really just say that? I mean, I love her to pieces, but I hope she didn’t take it wrong. The last thing I’m going to do is hit on Noah’s wife. Maybe I need to go to the bar and get laid. It’s been a long time since I’ve been acquainted with anything other than my hand. 

Later that night, I’m in my room alone in the dark. Mel cried in my arms for hours after watching Noah’s video today. I understood her pain all too well. Then I had to talk to her about Noah’s EP. I could tell right away she didn’t like the idea of monetizing it and releasing it to the public. Even if it is for a good cause, that album was his gift to her, and he poured his entire heart into it. Every song was hand-picked to say all the things he wanted her to know. 
Noah told me he was doing it because Mel wanted more of his voice and because music is a huge part of who she is. Then he said something that has stuck with me since. 
“It’s not like you to go outside of your comfort zone like this,” I said to him as he finished laying down one of the first tracks. 
“I’d do anything for her, Sawyer. Even if it means making myself uncomfortable.” 
“Maybe that’s how you know it’s love,” I replied, and he laughed. 
“True story. But you know, it’s not so bad. People say words all the time, but unless they’re listening, most people don’t actually hear what you’re saying. You know music bridges that gap. When people are listening to music, they’re hearing and feeling it all. The pain, the sadness, the love, and the hope. Even if Mel is still struggling to hear the words when I talk, my hope is that she’ll hear them in these songs and they will eliminate any doubts she may have about us.” 
In that moment, more than any other, I realized how much my brother loved Mel and was reminded how much we were alike. After all, that’s why I’d started sending her songs in the first place, right? To tell her all the things I hid from the world but wanted her to know. 
I tried like hell to break away from her even more after that, and I was doing a good job until we got to New York. Try as I might, even when we weren’t talking that much, the songs were how we communicated. Every once in a while, when I didn’t send her one, she still sent me something. It just became our thing. Never did I think I was stealing a piece of her heart from Noah by doing that, but now I wonder if that’s exactly what happened. 
I don’t care one way or another if Mel releases the EP. Part of me wishes she wouldn’t, but I do want her to make an informed decision, and I think the only person who can give her a truly unbiased opinion about what Noah would want, besides me, is Wyatt. 
 
Hey, I talked to Mel about the EP


Wyatt: How did it go? 


About as well as we thought. 


Wyatt: Well that’s that I guess. 


I was thinking you should come talk to her. 


Wyatt: Me? Why? 


Because you were Noah’s best friend. You’ll tell her the truth, and I think she needs to hear it. 


Wyatt: You were his brother that should matter more. 


Come on Wyatt; you were his brother too in every way but blood. She needs you right now. 


Wyatt: Okay I’ll come by tomorrow afternoon. 


Hey Wyatt, we need to see more of you. If you don’t want to come here, we can come there. Nate and Cadence need to know their Uncle more than they do. 


Wyatt: I know … I’m trying Sawyer. 


You don’t have to try with us just come sit and be. Eventually, things will fall into place. 


Wyatt: Okay


See you tomorrow. 


Wyatt: Later 


A few minutes later, I get a text from Anna. 
 
Bethie: Thank you, Sawyer. 


For what? 


Bethie: Checking in, reminding Wyatt that he matters too. 


I should have been doing it more often, I’m sorry. We miss him. 


Bethie: And he misses you guys. I think your text was all he needed to give him a push. He’s been doing better. The baby helps. 


I’ll text him more, promise. Love you. 


Bethie: Love you too. Xoxo. 



Wyatt comes over the next day and lets himself in while I’m feeding Nate in the nursery. Mel is down at the beach getting some much-needed alone time. We try not to bother her when she’s down there because the beach was a special place for her and Noah. As much as I love the beach, I’d much prefer my house by the creek. It’s been a while since I’ve been there—I should probably go check in. Maybe take Nate for a road trip and show him the treehouse where Noah and I spent so much of our youth. 
“He’s grown,” Wyatt muses from the doorway. 
“He has. Do you want to take over? You could probably use the practice.” 
Wyatt grins but seems apprehensive. “Come on, Wyatt. This kid should be like an extension of you already. Noah wouldn’t want you keeping your distance.” 
He steps forward. “Okay, sure.” 
I get up out of the rocker, and he takes my spot before I pass Nate to him. Wyatt’s eyes glass over as Nate looks up at him with curious eyes. “Hey, little dude, remember me? I’m your Uncle Wyatt.” 
As Nate sucks down the bottle, his eyes grow heavy, and I sit on the loveseat in the corner. 
“I need to talk to you about something, but I feel like you should watch your video from Noah before I do.” 
“Wyatt, I watched that video the week of the funeral.” 
“Seriously? How did Anna and I not know that?” 
“You’ve been out of touch, and it’s not only your fault. I guess when we did talk it just didn’t come up. I kept it a secret from my parents for a while because they wanted to see it and I wasn’t sure how I felt about it, but Mel’s known since the day she finally held Nate. Fuck, man, we miss you.” 
Wyatt blinks back his tears. “I’ve missed you too,” he says, his voice raspy. “Part of the reason I stayed away is because I have to tell you something. It’s something Noah told me in the helicopter after the crash, but it’s something that was in my video too.” 
My stomach bottoms out. Noah’s damn videos are going to haunt me forever, and I can’t even be mad because they’re such a blessing to have. 
“Is it bad?” I whisper. 
“That depends on how you look at it. Part of me thinks maybe you need a couple of shots before we talk, but another part …” He looks down at Nate and grins. 
“Another part what?” 
When he looks up at me, he nods as if he knows the answer now. “Part of me thinks I was meant to tell you here with Nate. Like a piece of Noah is with us. Unless you need that liquid courage, let’s just talk.” 
I’m not sure anything he could say would surprise me at this point, but I’m about to find out. 
“I can always drink later.” 
Wyatt tucks Nate closer to him and looks up at me. “After the funeral, when Anna and I went back to San Diego to start packing up the house for the move, we watched our videos. I could have kicked Noah’s ass for putting us through that.” 
At least I can laugh about it now. “Me too.” 
“Noah said a lot that I’m still processing. But he requested I look after you and encourage you and Mel to finally take that leap and see where it takes you.” 
Groaning, I lean back on the couch. “You’re not the only one.” 
Wyatt raises a questioning brow but continues. “I’m abstaining from his request. I’m not sure how I feel about it, and it’s not my place to push you and Mel into something you may or may not be ready for. When and if it’s time, you guys will know and will figure it out.” He doesn’t sound judgy, just honest.
“Fair enough.” 
“What I do need to tell you is something that may move you further in her direction. Noah was in and out of it in the helicopter, but he had some moments of clarity. During one of them, he made me promise to tell you it was okay.” 
I’m pretty sure there’s a hand clutching my heart and squeezing the life from it this very moment. I’m having a hard time catching a breath, but I manage to speak. “What was okay, Wyatt?”
“For you to be with Mel and be happy.” 
I gasp for air. I should have never given up my anxiety prescription. “Why would he say that?” 
Wyatt releases a long sigh and finally meets my eyes. “When we were in New York, Noah and I went to find you and Darren for breakfast because Warren was losing his shit. A shit-ton of fans were in front of the elevators, so we decided to take the stairs a few flights. When we hit the second-story landing, Noah grabbed my arm and motioned for me to be quiet.” 
My eyes widen in fear. “What did he hear? Fuck, Wyatt, how much did he know?” 
“I’m sorry, Sawyer. I’m pretty sure we heard everything. Noah knew about the kiss and how gutted you were that she chose him. But he also knew you weren’t trying to hurt him and you wanted to come clean.” 
Fuck … 
A tear slips from my eye, and I brush it away. “Does Mel know? She’s going to freak.” 
“No, and I don’t plan to tell her yet, if ever. I hope you won’t either. Noah wasn’t mad at either of you. In fact, Mel wanting to protect the relationship between you two made him realize how much she loved him. He equated it to wanting to be a part of the family and doing whatever she could to hold it together.” 
I hang my head in shame. “He must have thought I was such a bastard.” 
“Nope, Noah was gutted he couldn’t help ease your pain. He wanted to go to you and hug it out or whatever you two did. He felt your anguish down to his soul, Sawyer. And then he moved heaven and earth to try to mend your relationship. You already had The Sunshine Project, and then the Disney trip, and all those other ways you two bonded over the last few months. Whatever you think Noah thought of you, erase it from your mind. He fucking loved you.” 
I lift my eyes to him. “Why are you telling me now?” 
“Because I miss my family. I spent months being angry about having all this information and not being ready to do anything with it. So now you know, and you can make an informed choice when the time is right. And now I don’t have to keep any secrets I don’t want to. It’s a win for both of us.” 
“I’m not sure I’d call it a win,” I answer with a snort. 
“The hell you say? I just told you Noah knew your biggest secret and still loved you. Dude, Noah left messages for you everywhere from beyond the grave. Not only has he absolved you from any guilt you might feel about the Mel situation but he’s also made it abundantly clear he wants the two of you to find happiness and love … together. Sawyer, it doesn’t get any better than that. I love you, man, more than life, but you gotta figure out what you want. In the meantime, take Noah’s gift for what it is because it is a precious one. Forgive yourself and move on.” 
Wyatt looks at Nate when he says that last line, and I know his message has a double meaning. 
“This is a lot to fucking process, Wyatt. Next time you have secrets, you need to come with tequila.” 
He chuckles. “No more secrets, Sawyer. They suck.” 
Wyatt stands and puts Nate in his crib before pulling me into a hug. “I’m going to go see Mel now. Once this all sinks in, I hope it helps.” 
“Me too. See you soon?” 
“You won’t be able to keep me away now.” 

Later that night, I laid in bed for hours listening to music and processing what Wyatt had said. While “Head Above Water” by Theory of a Deadman plays in the background, I realize how much the lyrics mimic my life right now. For months, I’ve been trying to keep up and move from one day to the next. I’m not sure that’s going to happen if I don’t take Wyatt’s advice and forgive myself, I’m just not certain if I’ll ever be able to. When the song changes to “Save Myself” by Ed Sheeran, I lose it. The music player is on shuffle, and I swear it’s like Noah hand-selected that song for me. 
“I hear you, Noah. It’s all a bit much to handle right now, but I’m trying, I promise. Damn, I miss you.” 
Eventually, I’m going to have to stop having random discussions with my brother, but for now, they help keep me grounded. 
 




Birthday Blues
The weekend of my birthday was full of surprises. Mel held a family meeting and announced a foundation for Noah, one she wanted the entire family to be a part of. Mel threw her entire financial backing into the project, and she also agreed to release Noah’s EP. 
Her announcement took the focus off my birthday, which I was grateful for. Without Noah, it isn’t a happy occasion anymore. 
When everyone left, Mel and I continued drinking and talking into the night. Mel confessed she has a Weston tattoo—it was her Christmas gift to Noah. I was shocked. Princess has never struck me as the tattoo type. I couldn’t shake the idea of her tattoo or the sudden desire to see it for myself. Those thoughts could lead me down a dangerous path if I’m not careful. 
A few minutes later, she moved in to kiss my cheek. I was putting my drink down and she accidentally got my lips instead. We brushed it off, but after she went to bed, it was all I could think about. 
It was just a quick kiss, and it shouldn’t have affected me, but it did. Fuck. I can’t allow myself to go down this road again. 
We got our birthday tattoos the following evening. Watching Mel get inked was seriously hot. I know it shouldn’t have been. Internally, I berated myself all night. We were getting memorial tattoos for Noah, for fuck's sake. But as the night wore on and we started drinking away the pain, I let myself imagine the what ifs.
After a few too many drinks, Mel was a bit unsteady on her feet. I helped her into bed and kissed her goodnight. The kiss was brief, a light brush of my lips over hers, but it wasn’t a familial kiss in the least. All those emotions I’d buried deep inside came rushing back, and that’s how I knew I was in too deep. 

Over the next few months, Mel and I continue to grow closer. When the ten-month anniversary of Noah’s death rolls around, the morning starts off rough. I know if I don’t get out of the house, Mel and I will get drunk and I’ll do something I’ll regret. With each passing day, it’s becoming increasingly difficult not to touch her … or kiss her. I want to be the one who takes away her pain with my words and affection. It’s a messed-up situation all the way around. I’m beginning to think she feels the same way, but I’m not ready to take that risk in case I’m wrong. Besides, Noah hasn’t even been gone a year. 
Instead of moping around the house, I reschedule my date with Lola for tonight. I’m trying to psyche myself up and hoping we can have a good time together, but it’s hard. 
If the date’s a bust, I can always head over to the bar and hook up with someone there. Maybe getting laid will knock Mel out of my orbit for a bit. After tucking a couple of condoms in my wallet, I grab my keys and head out to say bye to Mel. 
Mel looks up at me, and her mouth falls open before she slams it shut. Her gaze flicks over me from head to toe, and she raises a brow. “Going somewhere?” 
“Yeah, I’m taking Lola out tonight.” 
Why does it hurt to tell her that? 
“I thought you didn’t like her?”
“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.” Okay, that was a slight exaggeration, but still, I don’t need to defend myself. I haven’t done anything wrong. 
“Oh, well … um … okay. Have fun.” 
“Sure thing.” I turn toward the front door. 
“Hey, Sawyer?” she calls out, and I turn to face her. 
“Yeah, Mel?” 
“Just be safe tonight, okay?” 
Oh man, she’s worried. Now I feel like a jerk. “Of course.” 
All the way to Lola’s I talk myself out of turning around and going back home to spend the evening with Mel. It’s where I’d rather be, but I can’t spend my life pining over someone I can’t have. That’s exactly what will happen if I stay home. Or worse, I’ll act on my impulses. 
When I get to Lola’s house, she’s already waiting on the porch. That’s odd. She hops in the car with a huge smile. 
“Hey, Sawyer! I’m so glad we’re finally doing this!” 
As she clicks her seatbelt into place, I rake my gaze over her shapely legs. She looks nice in a black skirt, black heels, and a red top. Her makeup is a bit heavy for my taste, but that’s how Lola’s always been. 
“Hey, Lola, me too. Sorry it took so long. Things have been crazy.” 
“No kidding, I’m still tripping about Noah. If that were my brother, I don’t know what I’d do. Well … duh, you already know how hard it is. Shit. Sorry, I don’t know how to talk about this kind of thing.” 
Jesus, is she still in high school? No, that’s not fair; she’s probably just nervous. 
“It’s cool, don’t worry about it. Tell me about your day.” 
While Lola goes on about her trip to the mall with a friend of hers, I’m already regretting this date. Anna was right when she said some people never change. When we arrive at Duke’s, I tip the valet handsomely and ask him to keep the car close. Lola isn’t even paying attention. If I’m lucky, I can get out of here after a burger and a beer and hit up Just an Illusion to see J and Sasha instead. 
Once we’re seated and have made small talk through the ordering process, Lola starts running her leg up mine underneath the table. I flash her my fangirl smile, and she practically melts in a puddle. Figures, she’s just looking for a celebrity fuck. Not that I’ve ever been opposed, but it’s not going to happen with her. 
“How is Noah’s wife holding up? It must be so hard with a baby.” 
“Mel’s doing better. Taking it day by day, you know?” 
“Totally. And Darren too, right? His girlfriend died as well?” 
Does she not remember any of our talks? I’m positive we’ve gone over this. 
“Yeah, he’s doing okay. His focus is on Cadence, where it should be. He and Mel are working through it. It helps since Belle was Mel’s sister.” 
“I didn’t know Mel was black!” 
The fuck? 
“They’re not biological sisters.” 
“Oh, gotcha! Well, maybe her and Darren will hook up now that they’re single parents and all.” 
“That won’t be happening.” She’s fucking nuts, and I need to pretend what she’s saying isn’t fazing me. Something’s not right. 
“You never know. People end up coming together in strange ways when bad things happen. I mean, look at us. Did you ever think we’d end up on an actual date?” 
“No, I can honestly say it never crossed my mind.” 
The waiter brings our food, and I’ve already got a big tip planned for him. One perk of being a celebrity and a local is knowing the waitstaff. They rush the orders to keep you coming back. During dinner, she keeps brushing her leg against mine. I wish she’d stop—it’s not sexy at all, just annoying. While I eat, she talks about her job in customer service, but she barely eats a bite of her food. 
“Is your dinner okay?” 
She stops stirring her ketchup with a fry and looks up at me. “Yeah, I’m just not very hungry.” 
I take the opportunity to flash her the biggest panty-melting smile I have. “It’s okay. How about we get out of here? You can take it to go.” 
She looks relieved even as she runs her arm up mine. Her physical motions scream she wants to fuck, but she doesn’t look happy. This has to be the worst date ever, but I don’t date, so I don’t exactly have a point of reference. 
“That would be great. My boyfriend doesn’t like it when I’m gone too long.” 
This keeps getting better and better. It’s an out for me, so I’m going to take it. 
“Well, we don’t want him to worry. I didn’t realize you were dating. Is it serious?” 
She goes on and on about this guy as the waiter wraps her food and gets the check. I sent him to call for my car so that we can leave right away. I can’t wait to drop her off and go get a drink. 
“Wow! Look at you getting the celebrity treatment,” she says as she climbs inside the waiting car. “Actually, that’s what I was hoping to talk to you about.” 
My phone pings with an incoming message, and I pull the car off to the side of the parking lot. “Sorry, I need to check this. It might be about Nate.” 
“Yeah, no problem,” she replies, digging through her purse. “It’s so cool of you to take care of Noah’s kid. Most guys wouldn’t do that.” 
“Well, I’m not most guys.” 
 
Wyatt: I heard through the grapevine that you’re making some poor life choices tonight and I’m supposed to be your voice of reason. 


 





I laugh out loud and glance over at Lola, and my eyes practically bug out of my head. She’s not paying one bit of attention to me, but she is doing a line of coke in my fucking car. On my dashboard of all places. Motherfucker.

 
Nothing could be further from the truth. 


Wyatt: You’re not out with Lola? 


Not for long, I’ll call you later. I gotta deal with something. 


 





I text Ryan since he’s on duty tonight. 
 
I’m on my way back. I’ll be there in less than fifteen minutes. I need you to take Lola home; she’s high. 


Ryan: I’ll have the car running. 


 





Lola has already wiped the dash and is ready to go when I put my phone away. I don’t need this shit right now. 
“Look, I have to deal with some family stuff. My security guard is going to drop you back at your house.” 
“Cool, so look … my boyfriend is kind of a big deal. He’s the supplier to all the local celebrities, and his drugs are top-notch and totally pure. I was hoping you could introduce him to your friends.” 
Will this night never end? Gripping the steering wheel, I try to stay within the speed limit because I have no idea what kind of inventory she has on her. Whatever she has would likely get us both arrested if we were to be pulled over, not to mention the field day the press would have. 
“Lola, that’s not my scene.” 
“Sure, it is. You’re one of the biggest celebrities ever!” 
I forgot how hard it is to talk to someone when they’re high. 
“No, I mean the drugs. We don’t use them, and we don’t knowingly hang out with people who do.” 
She laughs like that’s the funniest thing she’s ever heard. 
“You’re joking, right? Everyone in the business is taking some drug or another, and I’m telling you, Sawyer, my man is basically the keeper of the drug kingdom. He sent me with a sample for you to try.” 
“I don’t do drugs, and I won’t be trying anything.” We’re pulling into my gate now, and I can’t wait to get rid of her. At this point, I’m just going to get drunk with Mel and have a few laughs over this. I’m not in the mood to go out anymore. 
Ryan opens her door, and it’s awkward. 
“Let me walk you to the door. It’s the least I can do since you bought me dinner.” 
Okay, I can handle one quick hug goodbye. I open the front door and step inside. The music Mel’s listening to greets my ears and helps calm me. Going out tonight was a bad idea. I would have been much happier here. 
Out of the corner of my eye, I see Mel and pull Lola in for a hug. She reaches for a baggie of coke and stuffs it in my pocket while whispering in my ear. “Just in case.” 
Knowing Mel is within viewing distance has me flustered, and I walk Lola back to the car. After they take off and the gate closes behind them, I can breathe a little easier. That is until I step inside of the house and hear Mel screaming. 
“Dammit, Noah, what do I do now?” 
I rush inside and turn her to me. “Princess, what’s wrong?” 
“Don’t fucking touch me!”
Quickly releasing her, I rake my gaze over her to be sure she’s in one piece. “Seriously, Mel, you’re freaking me out. What’s wrong?”
“You have the audacity to ask me that?” Fire rages in her eyes. It seems like jealousy but also something more. 
“Is this about Lola? It was dinner, Mel. I didn’t even kiss her.” 
She brings her 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?” 
I reach into my pocket, and it’s empty. Even I can admit this looks bad. 
She waves the baggie in the air. “Looking for this?” 
“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?” 
Anger courses through me. I was willing to explain, but she doesn’t get to assume I’m an addict. Leaning casually against the counter, I cross my arms, playing it way cooler than I feel right now. “Is that what you think of me now? That I’m a druggie addict liar? Do you know me at all?” 
Now she’s crying. No, don’t cry, Mel. That’s the last thing I want.

“I thought I did, Sawyer, but I’m not sure anyone has ever surprised me more.” She tosses the baggie on the table and storms off. She’s pissed. I even hear her lock snap into place, and she never locks her door. 
With the baggie in hand, I cross over to the sink and dump the powder down the drain. When I’m finished, I’m oddly proud of myself. I dumped drugs without a second thought. 
How about that, big brother?

The Sawyer who existed a few years ago would have found any number of reasons to keep those drugs. Now, if I can only figure out how to make this right with Mel. 
Mel’s cries echo down the hall for the next hour or so. After knocking back a couple of shots, I text Wyatt and fill him in on the night’s events. By the time I finish a couple of beers, I want to kick myself for even leaving the house tonight. Going out on the anniversary of this day was a bad idea from the get-go. And doing it with Lola … What the fuck was I thinking? Listening to Mel’s sobs breaks my heart. I did learn one thing tonight though: Mel was jealous. I haven’t had any girlfriends to know jealousy well, but I experienced the emotion enough when I wanted Mel when she was with Noah. 
The realization has me taking a few more shots. Mel has feelings for me, and I most definitely have them for her. It doesn’t matter how hard I’ve tried to push them away, they’ve always been there. My feelings for her are complicated because they’re shrouded in guilt and shame, but the one thing that makes it seem a little less shameful is that Noah basically absolved me from any sin regarding it. Loving my brother's wife is wrong on so many levels, but can it really be so bad if she might love me back? 

It seems like forever before morning comes and when it does, Mel gives me a scare. When I enter her room, there are open suitcases spread out on her bed. I’m terrified of what it all means, and I think she can tell because she softens toward me. She allows me to explain what really happened last night. She’s so relieved, she agrees to go out with me for a few hours. 
We went to breakfast and the farmers market. I know it was just an outing for her, but for me, it was more of a date than the one I had with Lola last night. I’m completely fucked. All my feelings for Mel have returned, and it’s hard as hell to deal with. My mood lightens a bit as we do some birthday shopping for Nate. I might have gone a bit overboard, but my nephew only turns one once, and we need to step it up and make it count for Noah too. 
We’ve only been home a little while when Veronica drops off the kids. I’m on the couch answering some emails, and Mel is changing Cadence on the floor. She’s such a natural with them, it’s hard to believe she ever closed herself off. I should be working, but I can’t take my eyes off them, and that’s when I see Nate crawling toward me. I put my computer to the side knowing it’s only a few seconds before he reaches me. 
Nate pulls on the leg of my pants and catches my eye. “Dada.” 
All it takes is one word to steal the oxygen from my lungs. I had no clue it could happen so fast. 
Mel’s eyes lock on mine, and she nods for me to pick him up. It doesn’t seem like she knows what to say either. I’ll play this cool. I can do this. 
“Hey, little man.” I point to myself. “Uncle Sawyer.” 
“Dada.” 
With a measured breath, I reply again, “Uncle Sawyer.” 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.” 
Her permission doesn’t make it right, and it doesn’t lessen the pain at all. My eyes are filled with tears, and I pull Nate into a big hug. I’d give anything to have Noah here for this. 
“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.” 
Mel hugs Cadence to her. “You are the best substitute, Sawyer. Thank you.” 
“Ahmel,” Cadence says before opening her mouth and kissing Mel with a bunch of drool running off her lips. It’s adorable and kind of gross, but it makes Princess laugh, which has Cadence laughing too. 

After we put the kids to bed, Mel and I meet up in my room as usual. We try to talk business, but we’re both a little down 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.” Nope, not happening. Noah is Nate’s dad. I know she’s trying to make this okay because she has a good heart, but it’s just not. 
“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.” 
“No, it doesn’t, but love does. Noah loved the fuck out of him.” 
Her beautiful eyes lock on mine, and they’re filled with sadness and acceptance. “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.” I feel bad for snapping at her and take a deep breath. 
“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.” 
Does she think I haven’t thought about this every day since the accident? I made promises to Noah that night, but over the past ten months, I’ve made them to myself as well. I may not have any rights to Nate, but as long as Princess is letting me take the lead role in his life, I’m going to cherish it for as long as it lasts. 
“There’s no deciding. I want it all, Mel.” 
Mel nods thoughtfully. “But your future wife might not, and your future kids may not understand. You really need to think long and hard about this.”
I don’t give a fuck about a fake future woman when the only one I’ve ever wanted is sitting close enough to drive me wild. 
“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.” 
That was easier than I thought. Her body relaxes, and she exhales softly as her relief settles in. Our lives are so intertwined, I imagine it would be hard for her to think about me bowing out. Just like it kills me to think about her ever finding someone new and raising Nate with him. Even if Mel and I never get a chance to have a future together, I’d happily live the rest of my days playing mock family with her and Nate. They are my entire world these days. I don’t ever want to find out who I’d become without them. 
 




Changes
“Hey, Sawyer, got a minute?” 
Darren collapses on my bed, and I put my phone down. “Yeah, what’s going on? I thought you were going to your parents’ house for the night.” 
He leans forward and runs his hands through his hair. “I did, and then I went to the bar and did something incredibly stupid.” 
I move over on the bed, and he makes himself comfortable. “I’ve done my share of stupid shit, you know. Were you at Just an Illusion?” 
“Yeah. Fuck, Sawyer …” Darren begins to cry full-body sobs. 
He doesn’t need to tell me what happened—I already know. I throw my arm over him, and we hug. I’ve become a lot more touchy-feely with my brothers this past year but with good reason. In my younger years, I would have talked shit, but I guess I understand the value of true friendship at this point in my life. 
“Darren, I know it sucks, but it was just sex. This is going to sound shitty, but Belle would want you to keep getting your freak on if you’re ready.” 
He snorts and leans back, swiping at his tears. “I wasn’t ready. I wanted to be. Fuck, I thought I could get drunk and get it over with. I took her into J’s bathroom, but halfway through it hit me all at once she wasn’t Belle. I powered through, got her out of J’s office, and had Ryan bring me home.” 
Cadence is spending the night with his parents, so he’s got the rest of the night to deal with this. 
“Want to get drunk?” 
“Hell yeah.” 
Darren isn’t ready for Mel to know what’s going on, so we take our alcohol to the garage. A few drinks later, he starts talking. 
“The girl was hot. I mean, she was Belle’s total opposite, but I thought that would be best, you know? Tall, blonde, legs for days …” 
“You just weren’t ready.” I pass him another beer. “There’s nothing wrong with that.” 
“I want to be ready. It’s been a year, Sawyer, a fucking year with no sex.” 
“If it makes you feel any better, I haven’t had sex in thirteen months.” 
He blinks and then laughs. “I knew that, but when you say it out loud it makes me feel marginally better. Are you going to take care of that anytime soon?” 
“Want the truth?” 
“I sure as fuck don’t want the lie.” 
I blow out a breath and lean back in my chair. “The only person I want to fuck is Mel, and as much as I feel like she’s thawing toward me, I don’t think she’s ready either. So the answer is no. I’m not taking care of it anytime soon.” 
A slow grin spreads on his face. “You finally made your choice. I’m happy for you, Sawyer. What about the guilt?” 
“It’s still there, but I’m trying not to let it stop me. Noah tried really hard to let me know it would be okay, and I never thought after the accident I would find myself here again, but this past year …” 
“It’s changed us all.” 
“Yeah, exactly. Tonight, with the girl, did you get any pleasure from it at all?” 
He shakes his head as he flicks his beer cap into the trash. “No, it was like watching bad porn. I came but not without a lot of effort and even more guilt.” 
“Yeah, that’s what I figured.” 
“Sawyer, Mel isn’t me, and you guys have a completely different relationship. I picked up a stranger in a bar to get my post-Belle fuck over with. It’s not the same. When you and Mel finally take that step, she’s not going to feel like I do.” 
I point over his shoulder at the picture of the band on the wall. It’s our first poster we ever did. “Those guys would have never guessed what was going to happen to their lives.” 
“Those guys would have never been able to get girls like Mel and Belle in the first place. Sawyer, stop deflecting. Mel loves you, and maybe she’s not ready to accept it yet, but we both know she feels it. What is your biggest fear? Plan for that, and anything else will be a cakewalk.” 
My beer bottle breaks when I toss it in the trash. Oops. “My biggest fear? I’ve got a ton. I’m afraid she’ll call me Noah during sex. Or that she’ll cry for Noah during sex. Or that she’ll never accept the possibility of the two of us making a go of things. I’ve got an endless list.” 
“All right,” he says, slurring a bit. “She gets a hall pass once if she calls you Noah. It’s fucked up, but you are twins and he was her husband. If she cries for Noah, well … you gotta give her a pass on that too. Her husband died, and that’s some fucked-up shit for anyone. I cried too. As for the two of you … Sawyer … man …” He looks up and smiles brightly for the first time tonight. “You and Mel were written in the stars. We can all see it, the two of you feel it, and even Noah knew it. You just gotta give it time.” 
“I’m working on it. How are you feeling now?” 
“Being down here makes me want to work on some music. Maybe I’ll play my drums and work out my feelings that way. I’ll be okay. I’m just going to put the brakes on the sex for a bit until I’m ready or so fucking horny that I’m willing to go through this all over again.” 
I’m exhausted, and we have Nate’s birthday party tomorrow. “You can always use your hand.” 
“Dude, I’ve used my hand so much I’m going to get carpal tunnel.” 
His words make me laugh. “Welcome to the club. Stay down here and play. I’m going to bed. I promised Mel I’d pick up everything for the party in the morning.” 
“Hey, Sawyer,” he calls out when I’m halfway up the stairs. “Do you think we’ll ever make new music again? Even just for fun?” 
I look around the studio and longing hits me hard. “I sure the fuck hope so.” 

Today was Nate’s birthday party. We all seemed to handle it okay, a bit of sadness here and there, but it was an improvement from the holidays. It’s one of those things that makes me happy because things are normalizing again.
Today also marks the one-year anniversary of losing Noah, and I’ve made a promise to myself to start living again. It’s hard because I miss him with every breath I take, but I know he wouldn’t want us lingering around like this. Living but not existing isn’t really living at all. I’m making it my mission to be happy this year and to get Mel used to living again too. 
My goal tonight is to convince her to go to a club with me next week. It will be fun, and I’ll take her somewhere low-key where she can be herself for a change and not have to worry about photographers or fans. 
I watch from the doorway as she puts Nate to sleep. It’s one of my favorite things to do. Noah would be proud of how far she’s come since the accident. I know I am. 
Mel looks toward me, and I flash her a smile. “Ready to get drunk?” 
She grabs the monitor, and we close the nursery door. 
 “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.” 
She seems immediately sadder. “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.” 
Mel and I chat casually as I gather everything we need to drown our sorrows. Our conversation grows more sexually charged with each shot we consume. 
We’re asking for trouble if we keep drinking at this rate, but as the alcohol settles in and warms my blood, I don’t even care. She’s just asked me about threesomes, and her eyes are dancing with happiness. It’s a beautiful thing to see. 
 “Two girls and a guy, or two guys and a girl?” 
Before knocking back my shot, I flash her a smirk. “Both.” 
“With Darren?” 
Here we go … “A few times.” 
“With two guys, do you … do stuff with the guys?” I pour another shot and she squeals. “Oh my God, you did! With Darren?” 
Darren and I have done some crazy shit, but our cocks have never crossed. “Fuck no. Why are we talking about this?” 
 She grins. “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.” 
My cock twitches at the thought and my gaze rakes over her. I should stop this conversation in its tracks, but the old Sawyer wouldn’t— I kind of miss him right now. “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 …” I can’t believe I just admitted that to her. 
“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?” 
Not as hot as it would be if you went down on me. 
“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!” Her mock offense is cute. 
“You asked, Princess,” I reply, pouring our next shots. 
“Were you high?” 
“As a fucking kite.” 
“Can I ask you something?” 
“Sure,” we toss back our shots. 
“How long has it been since you’ve had sex?” 
Too fucking long. 
“Fourth of July weekend last year, when I spent the rest of our downtime with J.” 
“Wow, that’s a long time.” 
You’re telling me. I’m drunk and lean back on the couch. Mel follows my lead, leaning her head on my shoulder. She smells like the beach and sunshine, and I wish more than anything I could kiss her. It’s a bad idea, I’m tired of making mistakes with her while we’re drunk. If I’m going to make a move, I want to do it sober for a change. 
“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.” 
I can’t believe she just said that. 
Laughter rumbles through me. “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.”
No way. 
“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.” 
I’m laughing on the outside, but all I’m thinking about is how much I want to be the one to give her, her first orgasm in over a year. “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.” 
My cock is incredibly hard right now and I can only hope she doesn’t look into my lap. The image of Mel sliding her hand inside her pussy is more than I can take right now. 
“Princess, I use my hand almost every fucking day, sometimes more than once.” And most of the time I’m thinking of her when I do it. “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.” 
She groans but I don’t care. I want to dance with her, I want to feel her body up against mine as she loses herself in the music and if I’m lucky, she’ll get lost in me too. 
“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.” 
How can she not know by now the only woman I want in every way is her? “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.” 
I can see exactly when her hesitation gives way, and she decides to trust me. “Okay, as long as you promise you won’t ditch me.” 
As if. 
“I’d never ditch you, Princess.” 
“What do you miss most?” 
Ah, we’re getting to close for comfort. It had to happen eventually, but I don’t mind talking about Noah either. Especially not with the woman who loved him as much as I did. I wrap my arm around her and pull her in close. 
“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.” 
I’m getting tired, but she can talk to me as I fall asleep until the day I die. Nothing would make me happier. “What others?” 
“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.” 
Her eyes close and she squeezes in closer to me. “Thanks for making Nate’s first year a good one,” 
“Thanks for letting me be a part of his life. It’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.” 
As I relish the feeling of her in my arms, I watch her sleep until I can no longer keep my eyes open. I hope Noah felt this loved and loved her as much as I do when he was here. If he did, I have no doubts his life was fulfilled, even if it was cut short. 

I wake up needing to take a piss, but Mel is still asleep in my arms. My bladder can fucking explode before I get up and lose our closeness. Without even realizing, I begin caressing her arm in soft, slow circles. I’m still buzzed, but only thing I’m really feeling right now is the need to have her. This amazing woman in my arms is the only one who has ever brought me to life. We’ve walked through the fires of hell together, and our bond has strengthened into something I never thought possible. At times, I wonder if she even had this kind of closeness and awareness with Noah. I don’t like to compare us when it comes to her, but it’s hard not to. The fucked-up truth is, we’ve known each other longer than she and Noah did. Between our grief, our late-night talks, and all the time we’ve spent together, things have shifted in our relationship. I’ve let her in more than anyone, she’s the only one who knows what’s in my head because she’s read my journals, and one thing is for sure: love has blossomed between us whether she’s ready to acknowledge it or not. 
She moans in her sleep. 
“Princess?” 
It’s like a dream when she tilts her head and reaches for me, pulling my face to hers. Instant lust travels straight to my cock when she sucks my bottom lip into her mouth and tugs my lip ring with her teeth. Clutching her tighter to me, I slide my tongue into her mouth. Our kiss is slow and decadent, and our bodies seek each other out like opposite ends of magnets. This kiss makes me wonder why I let passion control me before. There isn’t a part of my body that doesn’t feel this kiss all the way to my soul. This must be the difference between love and lust, and even though I know Princess and I can have both, I’m happy to stay lost in this moment as long as possible. 
“Sawyer, please …” she begs, her needy cry far more potent than my best fantasy of her. 
“Please what, Princess? You’ve got to tell me what you need.” 
 Say me. Say you need me and you love me. 
“Fuck me, Sawyer. Fuck my pain away. I need you to make it stop.” 
Fuck. 
Her words are like an ice bath. She’s not ready, and I know it. No matter how much I love her, I’ll never be able to erase him from her heart. 
“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 a gentle kiss to the top of her head, I release her and go to my room. Maybe I'm a coward, but her words slayed me. I know she wasn’t being intentionally hurtful, but I can’t become Noah’s replacement fuck. I won’t do that to either of us. 

When I wake up, I’m in a horrible mood. I’m pissed at myself for even putting myself in the position where I was drunk with her again. The two of us are great at taking two steps forward and three steps back, but I’m tired of going back. 
I’m making my second cup of coffee when she walks into the kitchen. She doesn’t look like she slept well. 
“Good morning,” I whisper, trying to be mindful of her possible hangover. 
“Sawyer, about last night … I’m sorry.” 
That’s not what I wanted to hear …
“Why are you sorry? Because you wanted me, or because I wouldn’t fuck you?” She flinches, but I keep going. We’re going to have to face this head-on. I can’t keep letting her shred my heart. “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.” 
There it is. I love her, and she knows it now. The only question left is, can she love me for who I am? Can she want me because she loves me too? Tears stream down her cheeks, and I’m glad because I need her to feel this. 
“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.” 
“Tell me, Sawyer, what’s the one thing you want more than me? Maybe I can at least help you get that.” 
“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.”
Mel starts to sob and falls to the floor. 
“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!” 
Holy shit. Did she just say what I think she did? 
“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.” 
Her words cut like a knife. They survived for a reason, and without her and Nate … I can’t even go there. Instead, I drop to the floor and take her hand in mine. 
“No, Mel, don’t say that.” 
She utters her next words through her sobs, and although I’m listening, I’m also wondering how someone can look so beautiful while they’re crying. “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.” 
I pull her into my arms to try to ease some of her pain. 
“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.” I’m barely able to get the words out of my mouth. 
“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.” 
She’s hurting, and I don’t want to hurt her anymore. I give her a hug and get off the floor. “I need to think, Mel. I’m going to the beach.” 
As quickly as I can, I head down to the beach. It’s still early, but it’s already beautiful outside. This year is supposed to be different, and I’m not sure I want to start it by becoming Mel’s fuckboy. A year ago, I would have jumped in with both feet, but if I do this now, she’s going to trample my heart. I don’t think I can handle it a second time. 
We’re two messed-up people in a fucked-up situation. Even if we pushed past our issues, I know Mel will get stuck on me being Noah’s brother and what people will think. It’s funny how I don’t give a fuck what people think, but then again, I never really have. 
My only concern is the unknown factor. Can Mel get past Noah enough to love me for who I am to her and not because I’m her link to him? When she looks at me, can she see the man who loves her more than anything? Who loves her son beyond reason and who would lay down his life for them? 

I spent hours on the beach thinking and listening to music and came back to the house calmer than I was when I’d left. As soon as Darren saw me, he went off on me about Mel. It’s not my fault she broke down. Mel needs to feel her pain so she can decide what’s important to her. I won’t apologize for it. After a beer in the garage, followed by some Sunshine Project business, I came upstairs with the intention of finding her so we can talk things out. She bumps right into me when she comes out of the nursery. The first thing I notice when our eyes meet are the tears streaming down her cheeks. My lingering frustration vanishes as I wrap her in my arms and she leans into my embrace. 
 “Come with me, we should talk.” Lacing our hands together I lead her into my room. We settle against the headboard where we seem to have all our deep talks. Her sadness makes me feel so damn guilty. “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.” 
She looks up at me with those pretty eyes of hers, and I lose myself in them. “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.” 
She wants it to be me.
Me.
She wants me.
Moving closer, I keep my eyes locked on hers. I want her to feel my words, to feel my love. “I’m worried too, but I can’t help how I feel about you, Princess.” 
She bites her lip, and I inch closer. I’d like to be the one biting that lip, and then I want to kiss all her pain away. 
“Me either,” she answers breathlessly. 
“Do you really want to try something with me? For me to be your first after Noah?” 
For the love of all that is holy, say yes. 
As I ghost my lips over hers, she throws her arms around my neck and pulls me closer. 
“Yes,” she whispers, and that’s all I need. 
My mouth captures the syllable before it finishes leaving her lips. My mind savors this moment as the sweetness of her mouth explodes against my tongue. Princess opens to me, and our tongues dance like reunited lovers. Her moans have me clutching her tighter, afraid she’s going to disappear. With each whimper that escapes her throat, my dick tightens, and my heart soars. 
“God, Sawyer, I want you.”
Those are the sweetest fucking words I’ve ever heard. 
“You’ve got me, Princess, you always have.” 
She straddles me, and nothing has ever felt more right in my world. Mel sucks my lip ring into her mouth and tugs, lighting me on fire. Threading my fingers through her silky hair, I pull, testing her boundaries, and she whines with the sweetest pleasure. My cock jumps, and she grinds against me, taunting me with a hint of ecstasy to come. 
Our kiss deepens, and our bodies become familiar with each other. Nothing is rushed, and the worries from before have disappeared. It’s just the two of us learning the intimacies of one another. I’ve never wanted to know what turns a woman on more than I do right now. 
Releasing her hair, I glide my hands under her shirt. I’ve never enjoyed exploring a woman’s body more. Learning her curves by touch before actually visualizing them is my new favorite activity. There isn’t a curve I don’t want to touch, kiss, suck, or fuck, but getting there will be the best part. 
When I cup her breasts, she sighs softly into my ear and bites my neck. She slides her tongue over the sting, and I thrust against her body, hissing my approval. 
Tracing her skin with my tongue as my senses drown in her sweet scent, she cries out with need. I’ve discovered an audible drug. Her desire is my new favorite song. 
“You’re so fucking hot, Princess, and I bet you’ll be even hotter coming when I’m buried balls deep inside of you.” Her eyes glaze over with lust, and she removes her shirt. My eyes are locked on the way the lace of her bra gives me a sneak peek of what lies beneath. There isn’t much time to imagine it before she slides out of her bra. 
“You talk a good game, Weston, now back it up.”
My mind and my cock war with each other between enjoying the view or finally making my Princess scream. My cock wins, and I flip her over before stripping out of my shirt and covering her body with mine. She pulls my lip ring between her teeth, and the sensation goes straight to my dick. When she releases me, I take her mouth with mine and lose myself in her kiss while our half-naked bodies touch for the first time. 
“Sawyer …” 
Her breathless cries motivate me to move from her mouth to her breasts. I think Princess likes pain as much as I do. When I tug her nipple between my teeth, she thrashes beneath me, confirming my suspicions. Her body melts when I suck her into my mouth, laving her nipple with my tongue. I could tease her like this for the rest of our lives and never get tired of it. When I repeat the process on her other breast, she bucks like a wild horse and my cock jerks at the thought of finally knowing what it’s like to have her this way. 
“You’re so fucking feisty.” Slipping my hands into her yoga pants, I almost come when I feel how soaked she is through her skimpy panties. “You’re fucking drenched, Princess, and I haven’t even gotten to the best part.” 
When I slide a finger inside her, I take in every pleasureful expression that crosses her face before her eyes roll back in her head. 
“God, yes …”
A-fucking-men 
As I work a second finger inside her, she clamps down hard, eliciting a groan from me. 
“So fucking tight.” 
I’m done. It’s been too long since I’ve gotten laid. All I want to do is taste her dripping pussy and drown my dick in her desire. Without taking my eyes off of hers, I slide her pants and panties off her curvaceous body. My heart catches in my chest when I see her tattoo. It’s so fucking sexy, all I want to do is trace the letters with my tongue, but it’s not for me—it was for him. I push down those emotions because there’s nothing I can do to change the past, but I sure as fuck can enjoy the present. When I kick off my pants, followed by my boxers, her eyes drop immediately to my cock, and if the rapid rise and fall of her chest is any indication, she likes what she sees. 
I move to the bedside table, and she licks her lips, watching my every move with rapt attention. Before I’ve even got the condom in my hand, she tugs me close and lowers her mouth over my length. She cups my balls with one hand and strokes my length with the other while her mouth works magic on my cock. Princess sucks me like she’s seeking water in the Sahara and finally found the river. 
“Jesus, Princess.” Threading my fingers through her hair, I try to catch my breath as I guide her mouth up and down. It’s so fucking sexy that she lets me take control. “You’re so fucking good at this.” 
She licks the tip of my dick and releases me quickly, pulling my mouth to hers. Damn, she’s sinful in the best kind of way. Tasting myself on her tongue doesn’t bother me in the slightest, but all I want to do is devour her. Mel drops her head to my chest and tugs my piercing with her teeth, and I return the favor by smacking her luscious ass. 
“Oh fuck!” she cries, and my cock jumps. 
“Fuck is right, Princess. It’s time to get dirty.” 
Pushing her back against the pillow, I spread her legs wide and crawl between them, licking my lips at the scent of her arousal. I’ve always loved the taste of a woman on my lips, but with Mel, I may find my next addiction. Our eyes meet as I slide a finger through her wetness, and our gaze doesn’t break even while I’m sucking her carnal desire from my finger. She whimpers but has no idea what I’m about to unleash on her. Diving between her legs headfirst is going to be my absolute pleasure. The sounds she makes while I’m teasing her clit with my teeth and tongue are almost worth the wait. Her body writhes beneath the torturous pleasure, but no way in hell am I letting her squirm. Dropping my hand down on her stomach stills her in the perfect way. 
“You’re not going anywhere until your pussy is drenching my mouth with your cum, Princess.” 
Slow strokes of my tongue circle her clit as I slide my fingers inside her. I’ve never been this hard, but there’s no way I’m going to come until I’m buried in her, and that’s not happening until she loses control and explodes on my tongue. 
Mel is on the verge of coming, and I’m eager to taste her full release on my lips. Swapping my fingers for my tongue, I pinch her clit and drown in her pleasure as she screams my name. I’m not sure I could ever have my fill of her, but if I don’t feel her sweet pussy around my dick, I’m going to go insane. 
She looks down at me as I crawl up her body, licking my lips. There is still nothing but desire in her eyes, and it makes me so fucking happy she’s in this moment with me. I reach for the condom and sit up long enough to put it on. Mel watches like it’s the most intriguing thing she’s ever seen. I think she’s got a voyeuristic side, and I can’t wait to eventually explore how far I can push her boundaries, or better yet, how far she’ll be willing to push mine. 
Pulling her leg around my hip, I position myself at her entrance. “Are you ready for this?” 
 “Please, Sawyer, I need you.” 
Thank God.
My mouth drops to hers, and we kiss with reckless abandon. As our tongues meet, I thrust inside her and lose my breath. “Damn, Princess, you’re so damn tight.”
We’re lost in an ocean of lust as our bodies play off each other’s passionate cues. I’m savoring every inch of her my mouth can reach, except her tattoo—that’s not for me. As she wraps her legs around me and I lavish attention on her perky tits, she squeezes tighter, pulling me as close as possible. 
Gripping her hip for leverage, my thrusts become deeper, and her panting becomes erratic in the best kind of way. We’re covered in sweat, but our passion is endless. 
“Jesus, Sawyer, what are you doing to me?” 
What am I doing to her? What is she doing to me? 
She meets my every thrust, fucking me with equal measure. 
“Making your body a slave to mine.” She trembles beneath my touch. “Come for me, Princess. Let me feel that sweet fucking pussy choke my cock.” 
Covering her mouth with mine, our tongues fuck as passionately as our bodies. Her limbs are wrapped around my body, and we’re fused together as one. Our sweat mingles, our cries fuel for the impending orgasms, and as her pussy clenches and quivers around me, she screams my name. 
“Sawyer … Oh, Sawyer! Yes!” 
My name falling from her lips is all the aphrodisiac I need. My orgasm rips through me almost as furiously as my roar. 
“Holy shit, Princess … that was …” 
“Incredible,” she adds on a winded breath as I roll us on our sides without sacrificing our connection. I’m not quite ready to lose the sensation of being inside her. 
“Fucking life-altering,” I admit with a happiness I haven’t felt in … maybe ever. We stay together for a few moments, neither of us wanting to move. I eventually do because the last thing we need is for the condom to roll off or for something to leak out of it. Accidentally knocking her up would be the worst thing that could happen now, but one day, trying to have a baby with her the right way would be everything I could wish for. 
After a quick trip to the bathroom, I return with a warm cloth and kneel between her legs to clean her up. 
“What are you doing?” 
“Taking care of my Princess. Besides, you don’t want to sleep in all that wetness, do you?” Something shifts between us, and I think she might be having some doubts. Am I being too presumptuous to assume she’d sleep in my bed? I’ve wanted this for a while, but maybe it’s too soon for her. 
“Uh, no, definitely not.” 
As I finish drying her off, she glances at her wedding rings. My pulse begins to pound, but I have to be a grownup about this. I think about Darren and how hard it’s been for him. 
 “I’ve lost you already.” My words are laced with a sadness I can’t hide. 
“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?” 
Lifting my hand to her cheek, I caress it and kiss her 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.”
Her expression softens, and she begins to talk. “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?”
I haven’t thought much about her taking off Noah’s rings, and it doesn’t bother me in the slightest that she’s still wearing them. But someday, I’d love to be the one to replace them with rings of my own. 
“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.” 
She looks up at me with a beautiful smile. “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 …” 
The only thing that matters is how I feel about her. Crashing my mouth to hers, I kiss her relentlessly, stealing her breath, hoping she understands how much I fucking adore her. She gasps for air when I back away. 
“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.”
Her indecision wars clearly on her face. “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.” 
All I want to do is show the world how I feel about her, and her request kills me, but I understand this is going to be a process. “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.” 
A tiny smile peeks up on the corner of her mouth, but I’ll take it. “Okay, but I have one more rule.” 
“Shoot,” I reply, scooting closer and covering us with my blanket before she changes her mind. 
“My room is off limits for anything other than talking, okay?” 
Yeah, I’ve got no issue with her request. I fight against Noah’s memory enough as it is. 
“That goes without saying.” 
With my words, she curls up in my embrace and falls asleep quickly. There isn’t a doubt in my mind Mel loves me, but somehow, I have to ease her into a place where she isn’t worried about what people think. If I can’t, I’ll lose her, and that isn’t a possibility. In the last two years, Mel has become my best friend, my favorite person, and I’ve slowly come to understand why and how what Anna and Wyatt have is so special. Their marriage is the center of their universe, and they put their love and friendship above all else. Mel and I will be like that too, as long as we take one day at a time. 
 




The Best of Intentions
This weekend is our first annual camping trip for all the guys. I’m trying to honor the promise I made to Noah about getting together at least once a year after we stopped touring. Camping is a loose term since we’re heading up to my cabin in Big Bear, but it gets the point across. I have to say goodbye to Nate and Mel, and I’m already struggling. The three of us have been together since the accident, and with our newfound closeness, I hate leaving them behind. It’s only been about a week since we had sex, but each day has made me happier than the day before. 
We’ve been taking things slower with lots of shared kisses and touching when no one is around, including Darren. I still don’t understand it, but I’m trying to be respectful of her wishes. But I’ll be damned if I’m going to leave this house without a proper goodbye, so I asked Darren to go fill the gas tank for me. 
“Come here, Princess.” I pull her close and inhale the scent of her shampoo. It’s sweet and fruity and triggers my cock. “Feel that? I’m not the only one who’s going to miss you.” 
She brushes her hand against my length before biting her lip. “Maybe we can take care of that when you get back.” 
“I’d rather take care of it now, but if I feel that sweet pussy of yours, I’ll skip the trip to stay buried in you all weekend instead.” I lift her onto the dresser and step between her legs, pressing against her. 
Mel hisses and wraps her arms around me. “Do you have any clue how much your dirty fucking mouth turns me on?” 
Laughing, I lean down and press a kiss against her lips. “My dirty mouth? Princess, your mouth could rival the dirtiest sailor out there.” 
“Is that an issue?” she asks, brow raised. 
“The only issue is that I don’t have time to make good on all the wicked things I want to do to your body and for you to do to mine.” Dropping my mouth to hers, I take my time kissing her. This is the most sexual our talks have been since that incredible night, and I don’t want her to think the only thing I want from her is sex. 
“Wow …” She brings her fingers to her lips as if trying to capture the magic. “Sawyer, I know things are uncomfortable for you because I want to keep things quiet. Thank you, for respecting my wishes.” 
After placing a kiss on her forehead, I back up and grab my wallet and keys. “Princess, there isn’t much you could ask of me that I wouldn’t do for you.” With a beaming smile, she motions for me to come closer with her finger. “Yes, Princess?” 
“Kiss me again. This time, do it good enough to last for the three achingly long days you’re going to be gone.” 
“Amelia Weston, are you going to miss me?” As I close the distance between us once again, she nods with wide eyes. 
“So very much.” 
Fucking hell …
Mel wraps her legs around my waist, and I lift her from the desk and carry her to the bed before lowering us to the mattress and covering her body with mine. I brush her hair away from her face and kiss her. 
She whimpers as I move my lips over her forehead and down her cheek. “Sawyer,” she cries softly as I glide my tongue across her neck before wrapping it around the shell of her ear. She trembles beneath me as I nip her earlobe. 
Goose bumps cover her skin when I whisper, “I’m going to miss you too, Princess. I’ll not only think of you but I’ll call out your name when I’m stroking my cock in the shower.” 
She hisses, and I capture her mouth with mine, losing everything I am in her kiss and not giving one single fuck. 

“You look happy,” Darren remarks as we pull out of the gate and head over to pick up Wyatt. J is going to pick up Eli at the airport and grab Rob then meet us at the cabin. 
“I’m excited and a little worried about this weekend. It may be emotional, but I’m fulfilling a promise to Noah, and I could never be unhappy about that.” 
Darren eyes me skeptically but doesn’t call me out on my shit. “Wonderwall” by Oasis plays in the background, and he taps his fingers to the beat. 
“This trip is long overdue. We should have taken them more often when Noah was here. I mean, it’s exactly the reason you bought the cabin in the first place. We should bring the kids up in a couple of years and have Christmas there in the snow and build snowmen and do angels and shit.” 
“Bet you never really thought about snow angels before Cadence, did you?” 
Darren laughs. “Fuck no, but I’ll make angels, have tea parties, and dress up as a princess if that’s what she wants me to do. This is exactly how grown women wrap men around their fingers. It starts when they’re young, and their dads can’t say no. They build on those skills for life.” 
I’m cracking up, but he’s got a good point. 
“True, look at Saylor and Emme. I’d dress up as a princess for Nate too if he wanted me to. Although I’d prefer to be a superhero, I think I could rock a princess dress.” 
“Good to know. We can invite you to Cadence’s parties.”
We stop at Wyatt’s house, and I’m disappointed Anna is already at work, but it makes sense. She’s driven. She doesn’t need to work a day in her life, but that girl has dreams, and I have no doubt she’ll accomplish them all and then some. 
“I got coffee and pastries,” Wyatt says, climbing inside the car. 
“I knew you loved me,” I reply, turning around and reaching for mine. 
“Just not enough to fuck you.” 
“Is that your way of saying Bethie has a fantasy?” 
Wyatt flips me off, and I laugh. When he yawns, I almost feel bad for him. 
“Jake keeping you up at night?” Darren asks sympathetically. 
“Yeah, and since Anna has a job and I don’t, I’m the one who gets up with him. Which I’m happy to do, but he’s not the best sleeper. I’m looking forward to a nap as soon as we get to the cabin.” 
“This might wake you up. I can’t believe I forgot to tell you guys this. I think Belle actually rubbed off on my grandmother in a good way.” 
I glance at Darren and back to the road. “Come again?” 
“We were at the store the other day. Gram wanted to go shopping, but she didn’t say why or where. She’s old, so I wasn’t going to say no. You know I love her even if she’s a snob. Well, we ended up in the infant section at fucking Bloomingdales of all places. She wanted to shop for Cadence.” 
“Whoa,” Wyatt replies. 
“Dude, that’s not even the best part. This woman came up to us, looked at Cady, and said, ‘Interracial couples make the cutest babies.’ I wasn’t going to argue and tell her all babies are cute and she probably shouldn’t go around saying that to people because it’s offensive to some. Anyway, Gram looked at her and said, ‘I absolutely agree. My great-granddaughter is beautiful like her mom.’ She reached for my hand and squeezed it. I needed a minute after that. I thought I was going to lose it in the middle of fucking Bloomies.” 
That was all Belle right there. 
It had to be. 
“My mind is fucking blown. Your gram has always loved you even through her … old-fashioned views.” 
Darren snorts. “You can say racist.” 
Wyatt tries a different approach. “She’s old-school, but she loves you and Cadence, so maybe racist isn’t the best word for her … anymore.” 
“Okay, I’ll give you that.” 
Wyatt and Darren debate about his grandma some more while I drink my coffee. We haven’t hit any traffic so far, but with almost three hours to go, it’s still a possibility. After I finish my coffee, I’m more present for the conversation. Like a great friend, Wyatt even brought me a refill. The three of us munch on some pastries while we drink our coffee, make small talk, and discuss the details of Noah’s EP release. 
When we finally arrive at the cabin, I sigh in relief. It’s nice to be surrounded by nothing but nature and fresh air. Majestic pine trees surround us, and the lake runs along the backside of the house. It’s absolute perfection. With six bedrooms, there is plenty of room for everyone at my cabin. It’s chilly up here, but we came prepared for the cold. 
We make quick work of unpacking the SUV, and when we step inside the cabin, I realize I’ve never been here without Noah. This is what it’s going to be like for the rest of my life. There aren’t many things I did without Noah by my side. 
Wyatt picks up on my hesitation immediately. “Come on, Sawyer, we’ll get through this together.” 
“Yeah, man, Noah will be here in spirit,” Darren says with confidence even though his eyes seem a bit glassy. 
“Is it too early to drink?” 
Darren is one step ahead of me, already looking for shot glasses. We follow him into the kitchen. “We’re fucking rock stars. Too early to drink doesn’t exist for us.” 
“Are we?” Wyatt asks solemnly. “Still rock stars? We don’t have a band anymore without Noah, and we’re not planning any new music or tours. Do we still qualify?” 
“We’re going to need a lot more alcohol and maybe a few more people to have this discussion without any bias. But if you’re asking me, yes, even without Noah, we are still and will always be rock stars. We paved the way for a lot of bands who followed in our footsteps, and I don’t know about you guys, but I still want Weston Brothers Records to become a reality.” 
I’m first to toss back my shot, but they follow quickly. 
Darren nods enthusiastically. “I’m with Sawyer, I had way too much rock star pussy to give up my title.” 
“Well … I never had rock star pussy, so I have no idea what that’s like.” 
Darren laughs and pours another round. “Dude, has Anna ever fulfilled some kind of groupie fantasy or rock star wife fantasy for you?” Wyatt blushes furiously. “Mmhm, that’s what I thought. You’ve had rock star sex, my friend. Besides, you know Anna has probably had tons of fantasies about her rock star husband while you were on tour.” 
“Enough, Darren, you’re going to make my ears bleed. I know Bethie and Wyatt fuck, but I don’t need to think about it right now.” 
“I’m just saying …” 
Wyatt interrupts, “All right, I’m old, and my son thinks nighttime is where all the action is, so I’m going to take a nap before everyone gets here.” 
“Man, you just answered your own question. Even your kid parties like a rock star.” Wyatt flips Darren the bird before grabbing his bag and heading upstairs. 
“Damn, how long has it been since we’ve even come up here?” I try to remember, but it’s not coming to me. 
Darren answers immediately, “I think it was right before we released the Cadence album.” 
It’s been longer than I thought. “That was at least three years ago, maybe four.” I head for the back of the house and push the button to open the blinds covering the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the lake. 
“I don’t think I can ever get tired of this view,” Darren says, joining me. 
“Noah couldn’t either. He was always like a kid at an elevator. He had to be the one to rush into the house and push the button.” 
“He was also the one who always managed to catch the first fish. Lucky bastard.” Darren smiles at the memory, and we open the door and step out on the deck. 
“I’m never going to stop missing him.” 
Darren leans back against the rail, dropping his sunglasses over his eyes. “Me either. This was the best and hardest year of my life. Having Cadence is seriously better than I ever thought having a kid would be. Her smile, or Nate’s for that matter, can instantly put me in a better mood. But losing Belle, it’s just fucked. And then losing Noah a few hours later makes me feel like we did some karmically bad shit in a past life.” 
“Noah wouldn’t see it that way. He’d see it as just another fork in the road of life. Belle, even with her ‘live each day to the fullest’ attitude, would still be pissed. How are you doing with what happened at the bar that night?” 
Darren hops up on the rail of the deck. “I’m fine. I wish I would have waited, but it’s done. The therapist helped me realize I’m not hurting anyone but myself. She thinks once I can forgive myself, it won’t hurt as much the next time. The first time is always hardest, blah, blah, blah.”
“As long as you’re cool. I’m going to run to the store and grab some food and drinks. Wanna come?” 
“Nah, I’m going to sit out here and enjoy the view and the quiet before everyone gets here.” 
“All right, I’ll be back soon.” 

When I return from the store, Darren’s dozing on the couch. After putting the groceries away, I go to my room and text Mel. 
 
Wyatt and Darren are both asleep. Maybe I should have brought you instead. 


Princess: Oh yeah? What would we be doing? 


Not sleeping. You’d be screaming my name loud enough to cause a ripple effect on the lake. 


Princess: Is that so? 


I could send you a picture of what thinking about it is doing to my cock, but I’d rather show you in person. 


Princess: If you sent me a photo I might be desperate enough to use my hand after all. 


If you used your hand, I’d have to come home and watch because that would be HAWT! 


Princess: I think you miss me already. 


You know me well—the question is, do you miss me? 


Princess: I’ll miss you more later when I’m drunk and horny 


Call me then, and maybe I’ll send you that photo, or better yet we can have Skype sex. 


Princess: You have a one-track mind. Anna just got here, and your sisters will be here in a couple of hours. Don’t forget you’re supposed to think of me when you’re in the shower. 


I always do. 


Princess: Fuck … that’s hot. 


 





I send her a link for “Into You” by Ariana Grande. After a couple of minutes, she sends me a link for “Encore” by Jason Derulo, and I laugh. 
 
I’ll give you as many encores as you want all you have to do is ask.


Princess: Okay Sawyer, let me be clear—when you get back I want an encore of the other night.


Done, text me later if you need anything okay? 


Princess: I’ll be fine. 


Humor me. 


Princess: If I need you, I’ll call. 


Thank you. 



Eli, Rob, and J arrive around lunchtime. Wyatt and Darren are finally up, and everyone seems to be in good spirits. Alcohol is flowing, music is playing, and the sandwich platter they brought is almost gone. 
“Are we fishing or what?” Rob asks as he looks out at the lake. 
“Fuck yeah,” J calls out. “I’m going to take over Noah’s record for always catching the first fish.” 
Eli joins them at the back door. “I’m so ready to fish. It’s been years since I’ve had downtime like this.” 
“I’m going to pass,” I tell them now that the alcohol is kicking in. “I’ll fish tomorrow, but I’m enjoying the day drinking today.” 
“Well, count me in.” Wyatt grabs his fishing pole by the door. “I brought my favorite pole, and I’m ready to catch dinner.” 
“I’m with Sawyer. Today is a day for drinking and relaxing. You guys have fun.” 
Darren and I help them pack an ice chest of drinks, and then we get comfortable on the deck as they make their way down to the dock. 
“What gives?” Darren asks when they’re out of earshot. 
“What do you mean?” 
“You love to fish. You’re usually the first one down there.” 
I finish my beer and open a new one. “I still love to fish, but one hurdle at a time. I’m enjoying the house today. Noah and I used to always bet on who would catch the first fish of the day. I’m just not ready to …” 
“Do something else without him. I get it.” 
Darren and I bullshit and drink for the next hour or so before going inside for more beer. We make our way into the studio down the hall because it’s my favorite room in the house. 
“Why don’t we come up here to make music anymore? I always thought we did some of our best work in this studio.” 
“Well, Warren thought it was too far away from civilization when we were making music. We couldn’t leave at the drop of a hat for a gig or an interview. Sucks he couldn’t make it this weekend.”
Darren nods thoughtfully. “I think Warren is enjoying his time being Sam’s husband for a change.” 
“That’s true. Since the accident, I think they’ve realized just how much each minute counts.” 
“Speaking of …” Darren catches my eye. “I was going to ask you this earlier, but I wasn’t sure what Wyatt knows. How are things going with Mel? Before you blow me off, you should know I heard you two going at it the other night.” 
Shit. I promised her I wouldn’t say anything, but Darren lives with us; it was bound to come out. 
“We’re taking things slowly, but I think things are good. I fucking love her, and I know it’s a lot for her to take in right now, but she agreed to try.” A smile spreads across my face because I can’t think of her and not smile these days.
“I’m happy for you. It sounded like you guys were having a good time.” 
“She’s scared, and I get it. Mel doesn’t want anyone knowing until we see where this goes. She’s worried about how the family may take the news.” 
Darren leans forward. “What are you worried about?” 
“Losing her if everyone freaks out. The whole love and relationship thing is new to me, but my family will lose their shit. Maybe not Mom, and probably not Diane, but the rest of them, yeah …” 
“Fuck them. Seriously, man, you and Mel deserve happiness and love. And the fact you’re finding it together? More power to you. No one will ever love her like you do.” 
“Except for Noah, right? What the fuck, Sawyer? Are you actually doing this again? But to your dead brother this time?” 
Dammit … 
Darren and I look up at Rob standing in the doorway with J right behind him. Rob flies across the room in a rage, and the instant his fist collides with my jaw, I’m out of my chair. What is with my family using their fucking fists? 
I’m stronger than Rob, and I’ve got him up against the wall in seconds with my arm at his throat. “This isn’t your business, Rob, and you don’t know anything about this subject.” 
“I know you have a thing for going after Noah’s women. Like you’re not famous enough to have anyone you choose, but for some reason, you need his sloppy seconds!” 
Darren forcefully shoves his way between us, pulling me away from Rob. “You come with me; we’re going to have a chat. J, stay here with your brother.” 
Darren shoves Rob out to the hall and to God only knows where. I’m so pissed I see stars. 
“Don’t move,” J says as he leaves the room. He’s back a minute later with a bag of frozen broccoli. “It’s all you had. Put it on your face and tell me what the hell is going on.” 
I hiss as the ice touches my skin. “You already know.” 
“Sawyer, I know that first Thanksgiving you had a thing for Mel, but you’ve seemed on the fence since then. Sometimes, it’s like you had a thing for her, and you were happy for Noah at other times. For the most part, I try to stay out of your business, so why don’t you fill me in on the whole story?” 
“Why are you guys back in the house anyway, and where are Wyatt and Eli?” 
“We needed more beer. You need to make this quick and I’ll take the beer down to the dock so they don’t come back in looking for us. It should buy you some time. Spill it, Sawyer.” 
With a bag of frozen vegetables against my face, I tell Jordan a condensed version of everything. 
“You’re so fucked.” 
“Tell me something I don’t know. Are you angry at me too?” 
Jordan shakes his head. “You know me better than that. I don’t know what to think about you and Mel, but my opinion doesn’t matter anyway. If you’re happy, I’m not one to judge. If she’s happy, same story. Noah’s gone, and everything is messed up. You’ve got to do what makes you happy, Sawyer, and if Mel does that for you, fuck everyone else.” 
“Thanks, J.” 
“Yeah, no problem. I’m going to take those beers back to the lake and come up with some excuse why Rob isn’t there.” 
My phone rings as he leaves the room.
“Hey, Diane.” 
“I’m so pissed at my husband right now. Are you okay?”
“I’m fine, but I’m pissed at him too.” 
She blows out a sigh on the other end of the line. “I’m on my way to your house, and I’m going to get drunk with Mel. Look, Rob is being an asshole, but he promised not to say anything to anyone in exchange for me telling him what’s going on tomorrow. Does that work for you?” 
“Whatever you need to do, but please don’t say anything to Mel. She’s barely ready to try with me. If she finds out everyone knows, she’s going to shut it all down. I can’t lose her yet.” 
“I’m sorry, Sawyer. I was hoping by the time the two of you worked out your feelings, people would be more accepting of it. You love her, don’t you?” 
“With everything I am,” I whisper. 
“Good. Rob wants to leave, but I convinced him to stay until tomorrow. Make the most of your night, Sawyer. I’ll deal with everything else when you get back. Mel won’t hear any of this from me.” 
“Thanks, Diane.” 
“Don’t thank me, just be happy for once. I love you.” 
“Love you too.” 

Rob didn’t hit me hard enough to leave a mark. After an hour or so, the redness went away and I was able to pretend nothing happened. The guys seemed to be having a fun time until we got too drunk for our own good. After that, the rest of the night was spent reminiscing and crying. It was sad but cathartic. When Rob said he needed to go home the next day, no one seemed upset. Maybe a three-day trip our first time out was a bit optimistic. 
J took Rob home, and we brought Eli back to the house with us. I figured if our weekend got cut short, Princess could at least benefit and spend time with her best friend. It also allowed me to duck into my room and try to figure out what the hell to do next. If I tell Mel mostly everyone found out about us, she’ll put a stop to this before we even get started. And if I don’t tell her and she finds out, it will be the same result. I’m screwed either way. 
The weekend came and went, and before I knew it, weeks had passed. I’ve become extremely adept at avoiding Mel. It’s hard because all I want to do is shower her with affection, but how can I when I can’t even honor her wishes? The sad thing is, she seems okay. I know Mel is strong, but she’s acting like this doesn’t affect her. The only reason how I know it’s an act is because she’s hanging out in Noah’s closet a lot more. It’s killing me to see her regress like this. Maybe she regrets us, or maybe she’s lost and doesn’t want to make waves if I’ve changed my mind. 
One Friday night about six weeks after Mel and I had sex, Darren barges into my room. 
“You’ve got to fix this, Sawyer.” 
“Fix what?” 
“Your relationship with Mel. It’s affecting the entire house. You guys barely speak two words to each other anymore, and I think the kids are picking up on the weird vibes.” 
I put down my phone and look up at him. “What do you want me to do?” 
“Pull your fucking head out of your ass and make things right with your woman!” 
With a sardonic laugh, I reply, “You mean Noah’s wife, don’t you?” 
“Fuck you, Sawyer, don’t play this shit with me. Even if she was Noah’s wife, she was your woman before, and she’s your woman again. Fix this shit. Take her to the club tomorrow. Fuck her into oblivion, whatever you have to do. I’m tired of watching the two of you mope around like miserable fucks.” 
The club isn’t a bad idea. We don’t have to talk if we don’t want to, and we could take the opportunity to let our bodies say all the words we can’t seem to speak to each other right now. 
“You’ll watch Nate?”
“Of course. What started this anyway? You were so excited at the cabin. Does this have to do with Rob?” 
I stretch out against my headboard and cross my feet. “Yes and no. I failed her, Darren. She only asked one thing from me: not to let the family find out. I couldn’t even do that for her. I have to come clean, and she’s going to be pissed.” 
“Seriously?” He throws his hands in the air. “Jesus, all you had to do was tell her Rob was a nosy bastard and eavesdropping on shit he had no right to hear. That isn’t your fault, Sawyer.” 
“She would have backed off.”
Darren’s eyes light up in recognition. “That’s why you decided to back off first, so you wouldn’t get hurt.” When I don’t answer, he takes a seat. “I’m afraid to break it to you, but love doesn’t work that way. It doesn’t matter who breaks things off; the pain still rears its ugly head no matter what. You’re better than this, Sawyer. Fix your shit and enjoy the make-up sex.” 
“Who made you so smart?” 
He grins. “Belle schooled me in all things love on the regular. Stick with Mel and you’ll learn too.” 

While I’m out getting coffee and pastries, Jordan calls. I’m trying to listen and stay low-key at the coffee shop. The last thing I need today is to be accosted by a bunch of fans. It seems Noah moved up Jordan’s timetable for him. Tony sent J a check from Noah’s trust, and Jordan is freaking out. It’s funny how well Noah knew all of us. There doesn’t seem to be a thing he hadn’t considered and planned. I’ve never been that thorough about anything in my life. I’m lucky if I can plan from one day to the next. Case and point, all I wanted to do today was make things right with Mel, convince her to go on a date with me, and finally show her my house. I’m still going to do all of that, but now I have to go to Jordan’s and talk him off the ledge. I’ll take Mel with me if I can get her to agree to leave the house. I think it would do J good to talk to her about the money, and he’s on the way to the creek house anyway. Besides, stopping a J’s will buy me a little more time before I have to tell Princess almost everyone knows about us. It’s not a conversation I’m looking forward to having. 
 




Full Circle
Yesterday, after our trip to Jordan’s that went worse than expected, I laid all my cards on the table with Mel. I took her to my house and confessed I want it to be our home. I loved watching the awe in her eyes as we went through the house and I told her what I envisioned for it. What I loved even more was how she made her own suggestions. It’s not a commitment, but it’s a damn good start. 
We worked through our issues from the past few weeks, and she let me take her out last night. In exchange, I played my song for her. It was one of the perks of not talking to her much the past few weeks—I did what has always been my default and focused on my music. Surprisingly, it didn’t hurt to work on it either; it actually felt good. 
Mel and I spent the night learning each other’s bodies, and although I’m tired today, I can’t wipe the massive grin off my face. It won’t last long because I’m about to knock on Jordan’s door to watch his video with him. I feel okay about it too. I miss Noah, but I can’t be upset about hearing his voice right now, even if the circumstances suck. 
I brought alcohol and bagels in case J hasn’t had breakfast yet. It’s two in the afternoon, but that’s basically morning for him since he works late at the bar. He answers the door yawning, and I realize I probably should have brought some java too. 
Jordan takes a bagel and sits on his couch where he already has coffee. “Did you sort out your shit yesterday? Sorry I blew your cover. I didn’t realize Mel wasn’t aware I knew about the two of you yet.” 
I consider taking a seat next to him, but it’s as if Fat Bastard can sense my indecision, and takes the spot I was eyeing. I’ll take the chair next to him instead. “We worked it all out. Things are good. Are you ready to watch this video?” 
J finishes his bagel and leans back, kicking his feet up on his table. “Nah, but what else am I going to do? That check mocks me every time I open my safe. Also, I want to watch it sober. I need to process it no matter how badly it hurts. Maybe we’ll drink while we hash through it afterward.” 
That’s fine with me. I’ve realized I’ve got a tendency to use alcohol as a crutch and it’s a habit I’d like to break. 
“Whatever works for you is fine with me.” 
“Cool. Let’s just get this over with, yeah?” Jordan pulls his computer from under the table, and while it boots up, he moves Fat Bastard. “You’re going to need to sit here because I don’t have the cables and shit to hook it up to the television. Everything is at the bar.” 
When I sit next to him, his fucking cat hisses at me, but J moves him with his foot and tosses some kind of cat treat onto the floor for him. Now that the cat is occupied, J hits play on the video. 
“Hey, Jordan! I bet you’re pretty pissed off at me right now, huh?” Noah smiles an all-knowing smile and continues. “Look, I’m not going to sugar coat this shit for you because you’ve been fed enough bullshit in your life. I love you, J, you’re my brother. During my life, I was fortunate, and it was all luck. Sure, our band was good but so are thousands of others. Right time, right place, right set of ears and bam! We were famous with more money than we knew what to do with. 
“That’s cool. I mean, who is going to complain about being rich, right? For me, it was never about the money. Those dollar signs spoke nothing but security to me. Security for myself, my wife, my kids, and my family. And what was left … well, that was fun money. A way to help people and spread the love. Brighten someone’s day, you know? Without my family behind me giving me love and support, I wouldn’t have been able to do this job. How many times did Sawyer or I call you for some solace? A reminder of home and love? More than anything, I wish you would have been musically inclined. You could have been that fifth member Sawyer always hoped for to break our ties.” 
That makes me laugh, and I’m pretty proud of myself that I’m not crying yet, and neither is J. 
“Consider the money I left you hazard pay. That’s not flying, is it? I didn’t think so. Would it make you feel better to know you didn’t receive the most money? In fact, you may have received the least. Does that help a little bit? I know you’re going to want to get this money off your conscience. But I need to die with a clear one, so I can only hope you’ll pause and think through your actions.” 
Noah pauses for some water before going on. 
“If you won’t let me take care of you and you won’t accept the money without a plan, I’ve left a few ideas with Tony. Talk to him. At the top of that plan is paying off the bar, the next in line is expanding and opening a new bar. People come from all over to see the bands who play at Just an Illusion. Expand on that and have Sawyer help you. With the new label, they can fill your bars with top-notch talent. It would be a win, win. You get exposure, they get exposure, and who knows? If lightning strikes twice, you can be the reason another band gets their break and finds their luck.” 
Holy shit, Noah is a genius. That is a brilliant plan. Tears are streaming down J’s cheeks now. Noah cut down to all of our truths, whether we wanted to hear them or not. 
“If nothing on Tony’s list appeals to you, find a charity that speaks to your soul and donate it. Maybe something for domestic violence survivors or something targeted for kids who are left behind after domestic violence tears their lives apart. But if you want my opinion, you can donate a portion of your sales each month or each year to a charity like that. Still get the feels, the tax break, and live your dream. 
“I’m sorry about your family, Jordan, but I’ll never be sorry I got to have you for my brother. Consider accepting my gift because it’s all I have left to give to you. Think of it as a lifetime of birthday, Christmas, and wedding presents rolled into one. I have a feeling you’re going to be the last to watch this, so give everyone a hug for me. And Sawyer, I know you’re there too. Talk him into this for me; it will be good for both of you. I hope you and Mel are making a go of things. You need each other, and you’ll heal each other. Give everyone my love. Until we meet again, I love you guys.” 
Jordan wipes away his tears, and I’m actually smiling. Noah knew exactly what J needed to hear. Me too, for that matter. 
“When did he turn into such a cocky bastard?” Jordan asks as he closes the computer. 
“Pretty much always. He was just subtle about it most of the time. He’s right, you know? He loved you, and he left everyone else something. Let him do this for you, J, and if you want my help, I’m totally down helping you find bands for both bars. I’m sure I could get you some celebrities. I know Eli would come, Collateral Damage, Shawn Lucas, Band of Brothers, Zinj … we could have your cup running over in no time.” 
“I need to think about it.” 
“Let’s drink, celebrate Noah’s life, and you can think on it. He wasn’t the only stubborn bastard, you know. You’re being one right now too.” 
Jordan grabs a couple of beers from the fridge and opens them before passing me one. 
“I’m trying to consider it a gift like he said, but fuck, that’s one big-ass gift.” 
I lean back, and Fat Bastard jumps between us and curls up on J’s lap. “You know, Noah could have been an ass and had that money sent directly to the bank to pay off the loan. There would have been nothing you could have done. He’s giving you a choice here, but more than that, he’s giving you a gift from his heart to better your life.” 
Jordan snickers. “If I turn it down, it’s probably going to give me bad karma or some shit.” 
“Truth. I think you need to let your brother spoil you one last time. It would make him happy, J, and if you’re honest with yourself, it will make you happy too. I’m fucking ecstatic thinking of the possibilities of us finally being able to work together. I need this as much as you do, for real.” 
J looks me over and nods. “You’re not kidding.” 
“Not in the slightest. Figuring out who I am without Noah is hard. But pairing up with my brother in a venture suggested by and somewhat funded by Noah … Man, it just brings everything full circle somehow. Even if you don’t keep the money, we can still do it. We’ll just have one location instead of two.”
“I’ll think about it.” 

Mel and I fell deeper into our relationship over the next few weeks. I planned my first romantic evening for her thirty-first birthday and helped her conquer some of her demons at the same time. 
 We got the green light for Noah’s EP to release a few days later. We should have been celebrating, but Rory found out about Mel and me, and our world imploded. Things got rough after that, so when Mel decides to spend Thanksgiving with Eli instead of us, I’m beyond hurt. We’re her family now, and while I know she considers Eli family too, it’s a scary thing to have her flee. 
It wasn’t a typical Weston family Thanksgiving. Tensions were high and sides were chosen. It was probably a good thing Mel wasn’t here for it because she would have felt responsible. Unfortunately, Rory did some damage when she and Mel fought because, once again, Mel wanted space from our relationship by the time she got back home. 
That same day, I met with a jeweler and designed rings for Mel and me. One day, I’m going to marry this girl, and when I do, I’ll need a unique ring. I can’t give her something that reminds her of Noah. And I want to make sure her ring will reflect the uniqueness we share. 
By the end of our meeting, we’d sketched out a ring of black and rose gold with pink sapphires and diamonds. They’re going to be stunning when they’re done. This guy is in high demand, and I probably won’t have the rings in my possession until summer. But they’ll be perfect, and when the time comes, I know Mel will love them. 
Over the next few weeks, Mel and I practice our dating skills. Since I’ve never dated before, I imagine it’s what high school was like, especially with Mel’s “no sex” rule in effect. I have enjoyed pushing the boundaries as far as I can without actually violating her limits. Noah may have been onto something with all his talk of anticipation, but I’ll never admit that to anyone. 
Christmas wasn’t much better than Thanksgiving, but the kids had a good time and were so engrossed in their toys didn’t seem to notice too much strain between the grownups. Instead of the normal Weston family sleepover, everyone left right after dinner. It was different, but I was happy they were gone. Mel and I are curled up together by the fireplace with a bottle of wine, and it’s the best gift of all. 
Not long after pouring our wine, the slide of footed pajama feet across the floor catches our attention. Nate shuffles out of his room with his new bear and runs straight into my arms. 
“What’s the matter, Nate? Want to come here?” 
“No. Daddy Sawyer,” he says firmly, and my whole life has changed in an instant. 
“Uncle Sawyer, buddy. Say Uncle Sawyer.” 
“Daddy Sawyer,” he says stubbornly as he buries his head in my chest and holds on for dear life. 
“Mel, I’m sorry … I didn’t …” My words fail me as I rub circles on Nate’s back and Mel stares at the two of us. My tears begin to fall, and I continuously shake my head. This isn’t right, but nothing has ever felt more right in my life either. This little boy loves me in a way I could have only dreamed, but the honor never should have been mine to have. 
“It’s okay, Sawyer.” 
“How can you say that?” 
Acceptance settles into Mel’s gaze, and she nods. “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.”
Nate falls asleep, and I carry him back to his room and put him in bed while Mel’s words sink in. With a quick check on Cadence, I tuck her blanket around her before heading back out to the living room, my tears still falling. 
“This isn’t right, Mel. It’s not fucking right.” 
I take my seat next to her on the floor and grab my wine, finishing it with big gulps. 
“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.” She’s crying as she inches closer to me. 
“We’ll keep correcting him until he stops saying it.” 
Mel traces my lips with her thumb and leans her head against mine. It’s an intimate moment, albeit a painful one. “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.”
I love him too. 
More than I ever thought possible. 
It hits me hard and fast as I think about Saylor and Emme. About Jacob and Cadence. My love for Nate is different than how I love them. This isn’t the love of an uncle who adores his nephew to pieces. It’s the love a man would have for his child. 
Noah’s child.
Mel’s child. 
My child. 
“Fuck, Mel, this hurts so much.” 
She presses her lips against mine in the sweetest kiss. “I know, but doesn’t it feel good somewhere inside to see how much you mean to him?” 
I’m processing everything and don’t know if I should tell her how I’m feeling, but I don’t want to keep anything from Princess either. Eventually, I pull her to me and release a sob. “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.” There’s a sadness to her words, and I can’t handle her being in pain. 
“We’re moving past that, Mel. We’re in a good place.” 
“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.” The confession flies from my lips before I can give it too much thought. 
“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.” 
Once again, it feels like everything has come full circle. Our entire relationship has been filled with good times and bad, but the two of us always manage to end up leaning on each other, supporting each other, and even though it can take some work, we always talk things out. It’s all paid off because she fucking loves me. 
My passion for her simmers inside me, and I cup her cheeks in my hand as I slip my tongue into her mouth. Our kiss is unhurried. The two of us let our lips do the talking as our tongues dance to a tantalizing rhythm. This is what love feels like, and my mind is blown. I never thought I’d have something like this, and I’ve got it with the only woman who has ever seen me for me. 
It’s like everything between us shifted with Nate’s words. I think that little boy did the impossible tonight—he made the three of us a family. 
“I love you too, Princess.” 
We snuggle in front of the fire, and I wrap my arm around her. This turned out to be the best Christmas ever. I may not be completely on board with Nate calling me Daddy Sawyer yet, but no matter how I feel, Nate knows what is in his heart. It devastates me that Noah won’t ever hear those words from him, but I know if anyone were to get the honor of Nate’s love, Noah would be happy it’s me. 

It’s been a week since Mel confessed her love for me, and I’ve decided it’s time for her to watch my video from Noah. We can’t move on until she does. I know Princess is going to watch it and freak the fuck out. She’s going to read so much into Noah’s video, and I need her to remember my love for her started long before Noah made those videos. 
We’re still not having sex, and after having waited this long, I’m not comfortable pushing intimacy either. Not until Mel knows everything there is to know. The two of us have had so many ups and downs already; I’d just like our new beginning to be as smooth as possible. 
Before she watches the video, she takes three shots of tequila, and I kiss her with all the love I have. I hope she feels my love to the depths of her soul. 
The last thing I expected was for Mel to flee the house less than an hour after taking those shots and watching Noah’s video. While I was giving Nate a bath, she took off without a word. I haven’t been this pissed or scared in a long time. I understand she may feel she’d sobered up, but no one can take three shots of tequila and get behind the wheel of the car. Even if she felt sober, she wasn’t—not at all. 
The only reason I knew she was on her way to Wyatt’s was because she texted me. I was able to give them a heads-up about the situation, and Anna texted me as soon as Mel arrived safely. Only then was I finally able to breathe normally again. 
A few minutes after I put Nate to bed, Wyatt shows up. 
“How is she?” I ask the second I let him inside. 
“She’s freaking out.” 
“She’s freaking out? Do you know she had three shots of tequila before she left? Why would she do that? That isn’t like her, Wyatt!” 
Wyatt sits on the couch and motions for me to stop pacing and take a seat. “You should talk to her about it someday but give her a pass right now. She’s under the impression Noah guilted you into falling in love with her.” 
My head spins, and I steady myself on the arm of the couch before taking a seat. “Dammit. I knew she was going to blow that video out of proportion. What did you tell her?” 
“What do you think? I told her that was unequivocally not true. And then I left and came here so she and Anna could have some time to talk.” 
“Maybe I should let her go. The last thing I want is to make life harder for her.” 
With a raised brow, Wyatt calls me on my shit. “You don’t let go of people you love, Sawyer; you fight for them with everything you have. You still love her, right?” 
“More than I ever knew could be possible.” 
“If she doesn’t calm down by morning, I’ll talk to her. Let her and Anna get drunk and talk. You guys are at the beginning of your journey, and every relationship has ups and downs. Yours is just more complicated than most.” 
Sighing, I run my hand through my hair. “What if that doesn’t work?” 
Wyatt laughs. “Groveling always works with Anna.” I toss him a dirty look, and he holds his hands up. “Sorry, it’s not funny, but I love seeing this side of you. For so long you acted indifferent when it came to women. It’s nice to see you’re not immune to love.” 
“You seem okay with this now. Are you?” 
“I wasn’t against it in the first place. I wasn’t sure how to feel. It’s a hard situation to root for or encourage when you’re still mourning the loss that brought it to fruition. But I love you, and I love Mel, and I want both of you to be happy because life is fleeting.” 
Wyatt’s phone goes off, and he pulls it from his pocket. 
“It’s Anna, she says Mel is spending the night.” 
“At least she’ll be safe there.” 
“Always, and I owe Mel a favor. I have since the night we met. When she’s ready to listen to what I have to say with an open mind and heart, I’ll help you out if this doesn’t blow over first.” 
“What are you going to tell her?” 
His gaze meets mine. “I’m going to tell her about the day in the stairwell in New York. Hearing Noah say it’s okay on your video is one thing. Knowing he knew about the kiss and he loved both of you anyway will go a long way toward her healing.” 
“Maybe. Mel has an odd way of looking at things sometimes.” 
Wyatt laughs again. “Women have an odd way of looking at things period, get used to it. They’re a completely different breed, and we’d be lost without them.” 
Wyatt sticks around for a few hours, and we spend some time catching up. Darren is out tonight, so it’s nice to have him here. After he leaves, I check on Nate one more time before going to bed, and then I text Mel again. I tossed and turned all night and was up at the crack of dawn. By the time Princess came home with pastries and coffee, I was a mess. I did everything Wyatt suggested—groveled, begged, confessed my love—but nothing worked. The last thing I expected was for her to call it off and tell me to date other people. But that’s exactly what happened. 
 




Valentine’s Day
For a solid twenty-four hours after Mel tells me to date other people, I’m angry as fuck. I sulked in the garage, drank way too much, and wallowed in memories of Mel and me. I was a complete mess, but I woke up with determination. I’m not going down without a fight and there’s no way in hell I’m dating anyone else. If Mel hasn’t figured out yet how much I love her, I’m going to have to try harder to show her. Amelia Weston is going to learn the hard way that I’m not going anywhere. 
She’s miserable. It’s comical watching as she tries smiling as if she’s not hurting. She tries acting like we’re just friends, but we both know that won’t ever happen. Amelia is my everything, and from the looks of it, she’s pretty damn lost without me too. 
On day three, I text her.
 
I love you


Princess: Stop it’s too hard. 


 





Each day after, I text her my love. Some days, I try different tactics. 
On day five, I send her a text and the link for “I’m Not the Only One” by Sam Smith. 
 
I love you 


Princess: Sawyer … please. 


 





At least once a day when I pass her in the hall, I flash her a panty-melting smile and tell her I love her. The indecision in her eyes is clear, but it keeps me going. I’ve never fought for someone before, and I’ve never wanted to, but with Mel it’s different. I know how she feels. It’s difficult for her to love me when Noah is everywhere. The guilt is overwhelming at times. She can say this is about me being coerced into loving her, but deep down she knows that’s bullshit. She’s still working through her guilt, and she has no reason to feel guilty any longer. We’re here, and we deserve to be happy for as long as we are. I’m giving this until Valentine’s Day and then I’m taking drastic measures to snap her out of this. 
On day seven, she walks in on me playing and singing along to “Drive” by Incubus. She lingers in the kitchen, quietly getting a glass of water, flipping through the mail, and covertly glancing at me. Of course, I notice. Whenever she looks at me my body lights up like a Spidey sense. When I finish the song, she darts down the hall, and I laugh. “I love you too, Princess.” 
The following week is harder, but I push aside my frustration and keep up with my plan. The hardest times are when I walk down a hall or into a room after her and her sweet, fruity scent lingers in her wake. All I want to do is lick her body and kiss every inch of her. My cock is in complete agreement. I wonder if she’s thinking of me too— if she’s taking care of her needs the way I’m being forced to—but I can’t think like that for long because it only makes me miss her even more. 
I want slide into bed with her. I miss having her in my arms, and I wonder if she’d push me away. As much as I’m dying to have her in my arms, I’d never put her in that situation. I know where my boundaries are, and although I push them with my words each day, I’d never push them with my body. 
On the tenth day, I send her a link for “Crash Into Me” by Dave Matthews Band and a message:
 
I miss the hell out of you. 


 
Her reply is a broken heart emoji. 
 
That’s your choice Princess, I’m trying to heal it … If you’d only let me. 


Princess: It’s too hard Sawyer. You need to date. 


Fine, go out with me. I’ll get Darren to watch the kids. 


Princess: That’s not what I mean, and you know it. 


No, what I know is that I miss you and I love you, and you miss me too. 


Princess: Date someone else Sawyer so you can realize Noah played you. 


 





That pisses me off so much I don’t reply. I’ve never been anyone’s puppet, and she knows it. 
On day twelve, she’s listening to “Waiting Game” by Banks, and it renews my faith a bit. She has it blasting loud enough for me to hear. Not only that, but it isn’t something from her death playlist, so at least she’s not regressing. 
When her song ends, I rally back with one of my own: “Want to Want Me” by Jason Derulo. After that, her room goes silent, and I feel oddly vindicated that I won this round and we’re getting closer to a truce. It better come soon because there are only six more days until Valentine’s Day. 
When day fourteen arrives, I’m angry and send her a semi-mean text. 
 
You know you’re being a complete idiot about all of this right? 


Princess: Wow, that’s a great way to profess your love. 


Ha! Want me to profess my love? Act like there’s a possibility you could return it. 


Princess: This isn’t easy for me either. 


Let me come worship your pussy with my tongue and remind you of all the ways I can love you. 


Princess: This isn’t about sex. 


Maybe not but if you won’t let me sway your mind maybe your body will work with me instead. 


 
She doesn’t reply, but I try one last time. 
 
Can I take you on a date for Valentine’s Day? 


Princess: No


Do you know how many women would kill for that opportunity and you’re not even going to think about it? 


Princess: I’m sorry. 


Me too. 


 





That’s my last straw. I remind her when I see her over the next few days that I’m hers, but she brushes me off. When the day before Valentine’s Day rolls around, I implement my plan. 
“I’m getting out of dodge so you can work your magic. I hope this shit doesn’t backfire on you, Sawyer,” Darren says from the doorway with Cadence in his arms. 
“She hasn’t left me any other options, and I’m tired of waiting. I’ll text you if it goes sideways.” 
“Sounds like a plan. Good luck.” 
After Darren leaves, I take a shower and put on some clothes I know will make Mel jealous. After adding some cologne, she knocks on my door as I’m putting on my watch. 
“Hey, Mel, what do you need?” 
“Never mind, it can wait. Are you going out?” 
My gaze is drawn to her curvy hips. She’s wearing my favorite pair of jeans; they hug her voluptuous body in all the right places. My gaze moves up her body and lingers on her tits, her t-shirt is a little loose, but it’s pulled tight over her breasts. My cock jerks and I will it down. I’ve got a plan to enact. Before I look away, I notice she isn’t wearing her necklace with her wedding rings. My heart races, and I wonder if it’s intentional or if she just forgot to put it back on after she showered. She’s not generally forgetful, but with everything going on with us right now, I can’t let myself believe she did it on purpose. 
“Yeah, I have a date.” 
“You what? I mean … good for you.” 
The look on her face is priceless as she stumbles over her words. She’s jealous, and I’m so fucking relieved. I’ll give her one more chance, and then I’m leaving. 
“I’ve got a few minutes if you want to talk … about anything.” 
“Who’s the lucky girl?” She can barely meet my eyes. Guess we’re going to keep playing the hard way. 
“Dawn,” I reply without hesitation. 
“The hostess from the club?” she shrieks, and my grin comes naturally. I knew that name would set her off. I had to call the fucking club to figure it out, but it was worth it. 
“The one and only.” 
“So I guess you’re going to sleep with her.” 
Fuck, I wish I could throw her down and fuck her aggression out. Instead, I egg her on. “Any reason why I shouldn’t?” 
Tell me what you’re thinking, Princess. 
“Uh, no, I guess not. Have a nice night, Sawyer.”
She darts out of my room, and I scoop up my keys and leave. I feel a tiny bit shitty about what I’m going to do, but she deserves it after the way she’s been acting. 
I make a quick stop at the florist and pick up the roses I ordered for her and Bethie. Red for Mel, and Pink for Anna. 
When I arrive at Wyatt and Anna’s, the door opens, and Anna shakes her phone at me. 
“You’re on a date with the sex club chick, huh?” 
“Apparently,” I reply as she types into her phone. “These are for you.” I hold out her flowers, and she smiles brightly. The weather is cool enough to leave Mel’s in the car. 
“They’re gorgeous, Sawyer. Thank you.” Leaning up on her tiptoes, she kisses me on the cheek as we enter the house. “They’re also the least you could do considering you have me lying to my best friend right now.” 
With a cocked brow, I lean against the wall. “I’m your best friend.” 
She brushes me off. “You know what I mean. You’re awful. Mel is freaking out.” 
“Trying to show me up, Weston?” Wyatt asks, pointing to the flowers. 
“Hardly. I’m sure you have something better than flowers planned for tomorrow.” 
“True. So are we taking bets if Mel is going to call in that favor I owe her tonight?” 
Anna shoves his shoulder. “You two are such assholes. If I didn’t love Mel so much, I’d be really mad at both of you, but I know she needs this push.” My phone goes off, and Anna grins. “Is that her? I told her to text you.” 
I look down, and sure enough, she’s sent me a link to “Girl Crush” by Little Big Town. “Yup, it’s her.” I grin, and Anna and Wyatt smile like the co-conspirators they are as I text Mel a link for “Over It” by Katharine McPhee. I know she’ll want to laugh because it’s by an ex-Idol, but she’s also going to worry due to the context of the song. All part of my plan though. Hopefully, it will work. 
Anna is texting something fierce, and a few seconds later I get another song link for “Between the Lines” by Sara Bareilles. Mel has been listening to her a lot lately, and I’d been considering getting tickets to her show because I know how much she loves her. Then everything happened, and I’ve been hesitant to keep making plans for us … no matter how badly I’d like to. 
Jake cries, and Anna grabs him from the swing in the corner. When he sees me, he smiles, and I scoop him out of her arms. 
“Someone loves his Uncle Sawyer,” Anna coos. 
“That’s because Jake knows I’m the one who’s going to keep all his secrets from his parents and sneak him into the cool clubs.” 
“Are those the rules we’re playing by? Guess that means I get to keep your kid's secrets too?” 
“Sure, Wyatt, but the difference is you’ll tell Anna, and she’ll tell me.” 
“Fucker,” he mutters as his phone goes off. “It’s Mel. She’s ready for that favor.” Wyatt focuses on his texting, and Anna pulls me over to the couch. It could be a long night. 
Anna lays Jake on the floor with some toys, and Wyatt kisses them goodbye. “Let’s all hope Mel is receptive to what I have to say.” He pats my shoulder on his way to the door.
“Thanks, Wyatt.” 
My phone and Anna’s go off at practically the same time. This time, Mel sends “Run Run Run” by Kelly Clarkson and John Legend. It’s obvious she’s jealous as hell. I let her sit for a bit before replying, giving thought to what I want to send back to her. I can do this one of two ways: I can show her she’s getting to me, or I can keep being a dick. Considering what Wyatt is going over there to talk to her about, I opt for the former. While Anna feeds Jake and gets him ready for bed, I pick out the perfect song: “Don’t Let Me Let You Go” by Jamie Lawson. 
Wyatt must be there by now, and I wonder how it’s going when she sends a song she’s been listening to for about three weeks now. It’s “Breathe Again” by Sara Bareilles. She’s conflicted about Noah, but she loves me, and the lyrics speak her unsaid words perfectly. 
After Jake is back in bed, Anna plops down next to me and rests her hand on my thigh. “It’s going to work out, Sawyer.” 
“I hope so.” 
“Hey, don’t be so negative. The two of you have been through a lot, and you both loved Noah as much as anyone could. I know you don’t want to hear this, but it’s natural for her to be so undecided about it all. He was her husband, but I’ve seen you together, Sawyer. She’s happy with you.” 
“Is happy enough, Bethie?” 
Her mouth drops, and she shoves me. “Sawyer Weston, happiness is everything. True happiness can only come from love. Self-love, romantic love, familial love, whatever kind you have, it flows over into all the other parts of your life. You make Mel happy in a way I’m not sure Noah did.” 
“Don’t say that.” I don’t want to take anything from Noah, and I don’t want to consider she’s right. 
“Not in a bad way. Different people bring out different things in all of us. Noah and Mel had a timeless, fairy tale kind of love. It was … heavy, all-encompassing, and perfect for the limited amount of time they were given. The kind of love the two of you have is different. It’s …” 
I watch as she struggles for the words and know she’s carefully weighing what she says. “Spit it out, Bethie, it’s okay.” 
“It’s lighter, but that’s not really the word I’m looking for because the two of you grew from the ashes of sorrow. I think it’s almost like you guys had so much pain that bonded you, your love may have stemmed from that, but as you traveled through the darkness to the light so did your love. When I see you and Mel, even though you have issues, your love is effortless. The two of you are so cautious because of your past that you get in your own way.” 
As I consider Anna’s words, I look back down at my phone and realize I never replied to Mel. I know by sending me that song she was extending an olive branch. It’s time to come clean. 
I’m on my way home. We need to talk. 


P.S. I lied, I never had a date. 




I stand and pull Anna up and into a hug. “Noah taught us both how to love. I’m not sure how to repay that, and I don’t think she is either.” 
When Anna pulls back, she smiles up at me. “Sawyer, that’s the easy part. You repay him by loving each other. That’s what he wanted, and it’s what makes the two of you happy. Both of you need to accept that and stop getting in your own way. The way you two love each other is nearly jealousy-inducing, and that’s how I know it’s going to last forever. You two spend more time freaking out over how and why you fell in love than you do being in love. Both of you have to let go of the past, of the hows and whys, and focus on the now. If you do that and enjoy your happiness, everything else will fall into place.” 
“Thanks, Bethie,” I say, hugging her one last time before heading home. 
“Anytime, Sawyer. Have fun tonight.” The twinkle in her eyes makes me smile. 
“I plan on it.” 
“Sawyer, wait!” Anna shouts from the door, and I turn around. “If this all works out, what is your plan?” 
“To marry her when she’s finally over Noah.” 
“It might be sooner than you think. Good luck!” she calls out before turning around and going inside. 
Her words stay with me the whole way home. As much as I’d love for her to be right, I hope she’s wrong. This is why this thing between us is so fucking complicated. The part of me that is in love with Amelia wants nothing more than her love in return. But the part of me that puts my twin brother ahead of everything wants her to mourn Noah for the rest of her life. If Noah hadn’t left that damn video, I’d probably never get past my guilt. Noah knew that though, and it’s why he set us free. I’ll be damned if I’m going to let Mel throw us away after Noah gave us his blessing. 

When I walk into the house, the first thing I notice is Mel listening to that same song again—the one she sent me earlier that reminds her of Noah and me. As I walk into the living room, I see the open wine bottle on the kitchen counter. She doesn’t seem to notice I’m here, and if I weren’t so anxious to see where her mind is, I might stand here and watch her as long as possible. She’s a beautiful woman, inside and out, and I’ve been longing for her for far too long. 
“You must be in a reflective mood.” My voice startles her, and she jumps out of her seat, nearly sloshing her wine everywhere. 
“You just scared the shit out of me. What are you doing here? And why would you say that?” 
I hold her flowers out in front of me as a peace offering, but she barely looks at them. Her eyes keep darting frantically behind me. If Wyatt hadn’t just left, I’d wonder if she had someone here. 
“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.” 
I move closer, and her breath catches as she takes me in. I tug my lip ring between my teeth, knowing damn well it turns her on. My cock is already hard for her. 
“I’d like to think I know you intimately.” 
She backs away from me toward the couch. “Where’s your date?” 
“She’s right here.” 
“In our house?” she shrieks, and my smile grows. Why the fuck is her jealousy such a damn turn-on? 
“Did you read your texts, Mel?” 
She snaps her phone off the coffee table, and when her eyes meet mine, her tone softens. 
“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?” 
A frustrated scowl appears on her pretty little face. “Why would you do that to me?” 
Stalking toward her, I carefully place her roses on the table before pulling her to me. When her body instinctively curves to mine, all the tension leaves my body. “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.” 
I laugh at her description of the hostess. “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?” 
I can’t wait any longer to kiss her. It’s been weeks, and my lips have been deprived. After a soft kiss, our heads touch and our eyes meet. “Are we good now?” 
“I think so.” 
Thank God, but I notice she still isn’t wearing her necklace. Surely by now, she would have put it back on … 
“Mel, I noticed it earlier and didn’t want to read into it, but …” My eyes drop to her chest, enjoying the unobstructed view. I’m afraid to hope, but I can’t help it. 
“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.” 
I close my eyes and relish her words. She still loves me and trusts me to protect her. I’ll keep her safe until my last fucking breath. “Are we still taking things slow?” 
“If slow involves sex then yes, we’re taking things slow.” 
“Good,” I reply, leading her to my room. “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?” 
“Can you feel that?” She pulls my hand to her chest, and her heart races beneath it. 
“That’s from me?” 
“That’s all you, baby. Make love to me.” 
As if I’d ever deny that request. 
 




Changes
The next morning, I was happier than I can remember being in a long time. Mel agreed to move into my room with me, and she finally let me into her heart. When she surprised me with a trip to her parents’ house to pack up all their things and sell it, I was floored. It’s like we’d passed this major obstacle in our relationship and she’d concluded that moving forward was the only way to go. Of course, I was on board with any and all of it. Whatever made her happy and at the same time gave us a fighting chance was good in my book. 
As much progress as we made that day, it was what happened that night that took my breath away. The two of us were curled up in bed together, and she was tucked into the crook of my arm. The sensation of her fingers trailing over my chest was exhilarating. Maybe it was the tequila shots we did or maybe just the newfound peace between us, but our sudden closeness was everything I’d been hoping for. 
“Sawyer,” she whispers. 
“What’s up, Princess?” 
“Someday, I want to have lots of babies with you.” I tighten my arms around her as I try to remember how to breathe. Never in a million years would I have guessed she was going to say that. 
“Define lots.” 
“Two, maybe three …” 
I laugh softly into her hair. I’ll happily take as many babies as she wants to give me. “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 question surprises me, but I understand why she’d ask. I’m not sure she can handle my answer though. Even if it’s the truth, it’s a hard truth to grasp. 
 “I might.” Sighing, I pull her tighter to me. “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.” She relaxes in my arms at my confession. “Do you think you’ll love our kids as much as you love Nate?” It’s something I’ve thought about a lot lately but never thought I’d ask. She’s quiet for a long while. “Mel? Did I lose you?” 
“I’m afraid I’ll love them more because they’re a part of you.”
Her admission rips my heart open because I know how difficult that must have been for her to admit. It also makes me happy, not that she thinks that but because she loves me enough for it to be a concern of hers. 
“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?” she asks, and I laugh because it seems to be her favorite question. 
“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 seems like another lifetime ago. It’s strange how things seem so dire at times, and later we realize everything worked out for the best. As much as I cared for her back then, I’d never go back if I could. Then we wouldn’t have Nate, and without him, life wouldn’t be worth living. Besides, knowing Noah had his every happiness before he died gives me the strength I need on the bad days. Noah died happy and with a heart filled with love. We should all be so lucky when it’s our time. 
“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.”
Thinking about Belle makes me happy, it probably always will. She was an amazing woman, and I’m lucky to have called her a friend. 
“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.” 
It was like goddamn fucking nirvana. Leaning in close, I groan against her neck, soaking in her pulse against my lips. “And what was it like, Mel? Tell me and maybe I’ll do it again.” 
She whimpers, and my dick jumps as I trace her heated skin with my tongue. “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.” 
Damn, that’s hot. My mouth seeks hers, and I lick her lips before dipping my tongue inside her mouth. She cries out, and my cock aches in response. It’s unfortunate because I want to hear the rest of her story. She gasps as I leave her wanting more. I’ll make it up to her. 
“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.” 
“Sounds like she might have been onto something.”
“Hm, maybe she was.” 
“Is that actually how you felt?” 
“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.” 
I prop myself up on my elbow and gently caress her arm. I’ve always known this was a concern for her. How could it not be? “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?” 
“We ended up in the same elevator the day I was drunk and you were with that groupie.” 
With a groan, I shake my head. That was such a mistake. “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.” 
Pulling her lips to mine, I dip my tongue inside her mouth, tasting her briefly, like I wish I had that night. I knew she was jealous; the way she watched us was a dead giveaway. “She was a horrible lay if that helps.” 
“Jesus, Sawyer. No, it doesn’t.” She laughs through her mock offense, but I know she’s secretly pleased. 
“Why are you telling me all of this?” 
Her beautiful hazel eyes meet mine. “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.” 
As I pull her close, I kiss her deeply, taking my time, hoping she not only feels my love but that she drowns in it. When I push past the pain, I know we’re where we’re supposed to be right now. 
“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 came 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.” 
It always comes back to this—the mutual grief we share. It’s an odd situation because people are usually thankful for whatever brought them together. Losing Noah isn’t something either of us will ever be thankful for, but maybe learning to love in spite of our grief is part of our journey. 
“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.” 
I groan at her statement. “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.”
I want to believe the two of us have the best days of our lives ahead of us. 
“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.” 
She sighs, and her voice softens. “Sawyer?” 
“Yeah?” 
“Make love to me.” 
I’ll never get tired of her asking me that, and I’ll never get tired of doing it. “It would be my absolute pleasure. And Princess, just so you know … you’re the only woman I’ve ever nicknamed.” 
The way she launches herself at me makes it clear she’s happy about that. She’s the one woman who has ever had me in all the ways that matter, and she’s the only one who ever will. 

The weeks flew by after that night. Mel and I worked hard on Noah’s foundation and launched without too many issues. Because it was draining us emotionally, we agreed to hire a staff and let Rory run the day-to-day business. She’s still pissed at us, but beneath her anger, I know she’s eternally grateful for the opportunity and will never tire of keeping Noah’s memory alive. 
Mel has struggled trying to come up with the right grants to launch. And when it became obvious to me that somehow Noah was pushing her from beyond, I told her about The Sunshine Project. Her reaction to the news and seeing the building was more than we’d hoped for. Noah would have been so damn proud. The kids were out in full force when we visited the dorm. They’re always happy to see me, but when they saw Nate’s excitement as he ran through the halls of the big building, they all high-fived him and took time to give him all the attention a two-year-old could want. Mel cried most of the day, but they were tears of joy. When we got home that night, I saw the extra grants she put on her list and the peace in her eyes, and I knew it was the right choice. Her heart is so full of love for everyone; it’s no wonder she and Noah fell in love so fast. 

Tomorrow is Veronica’s wedding, and I’m supposed to be meeting the jeweler to pick up the rings I ordered for Mel and me. Before I could make it there, I stopped off at the florist and then the cemetery. Once I’ve placed flowers on Belle and Noah’s graves, I shove my hands in my pockets and look between them. 
The sadness that fills my heart when I visit won’t ever go away. The heart must have a mind of its own because just as it feels love, it also feels sadness for a lifetime and never quite relinquishes it. 
“This morning, I got a call that the rings I ordered are ready. They’re absolutely perfect for Princess, and I know she’ll love them. The only problem is I’m not sure if I can ever give them to her.” 
I take a seat on the grass facing their headstones. “Don’t get me wrong, I love her with everything I am, but at the same time, she’s still your wife, Noah. You’ve made it abundantly clear this is okay with you, that this is the path you’d prefer we take. Even without your permission, I think we eventually would have found ourselves here. I’m not sure it’s right though.” 
I whip my head around when I feel a hand on my shoulder, but no one is there. Goose bumps cover my skin, and my body trembles as a chill goes through me. Then I let out a long laugh. 
“Noah, is that your way of saying it’s okay? Damn, I miss the hell out of you. We try, you know? To make the best of each day, to remember you and honor you the best way we know how. There’s even talk of a Grammy nomination for your EP. I’m so fucking proud of you for that, and you’re not even here for me to hug. Mel sometimes mentions a solo career for me, but damn, Noah, it should have been you. 
“If you were here, Belle, I know you’d be telling me to pull my head out of my ass, propose, and get it over with. Maybe you’d be right, but there are so many layers to Mel, and I’m afraid my world will implode if I pull back the wrong one at the wrong time. The two of us are good, but at times we walk a delicate balance between the past and the present. I’m afraid talking about the future will set us back, but I do it anyway because I’m so fucking excited to share my life with her. Most of the time, I let her bring things up …
“She brought up having kids together. I’m sorry, Noah. Maybe I shouldn’t be talking to you about this, but you’re my best friend, and you would have been the first person I’d have told when you were here. Do you have any clue how much I want that? To grow a family with her? To give Nate brothers and sisters like we had growing up? I’m not even sure why I’m here other than I miss you both. It’s not like you can actually tell me anything.” 
I stand and brush the grass off my pants. I’m going to be late if I don’t get going soon. 
“Veronica’s getting married tomorrow. We’re all going, and the kids are excited to be in the wedding. It’s the first one since you married Mel. I’d be lying if I said I’m not worried. The past few weeks have been difficult for Mel. Being a part of the wedding, throwing showers for Veronica, doing all the mother-daughter things without you, Belle … God, she misses you like crazy. She writes you letters, did you know that? I wonder if she writes them to Noah too and just doesn’t say anything. I know it’s important for her to get it all out and it’s better than her hanging out in Noah’s closet, listening to all that depressing music. At least she hasn’t done that in a while. Thanks for listening, or for giving me the illusion that maybe you hear me. I love you both and miss you constantly. Everyone else is doing okay. I think you’d both be pleased. I’ll come visit again soon.” 
When I get back to the car, I pick up my phone and check my notifications. There are a bunch from Facebook, and when I look at it, I have to blink back the tears. A memory has popped up from one of Noah’s posts a couple of years ago, and people are commenting about missing him. That’s not what gets me though—it’s the post itself. 
 
There are times when Sawyer and I fight and the world seems upside down. Last night was one of those times. Sometimes it’s the dumbest shit that sets us off, and being on a bus with someone all day, every day can do that to anyone, I’m sure. The difference is, where something small might break a normal relationship, all it does to Sawyer and me is remind us how petty we’re being. There is nothing in this world or the next that could kill our bond. Maybe it’s a twin thing, a brother thing, or just a fucking best friend thing, but all I know is this: no matter the storm, Sawyer and I will weather it together, forgive each other’s transgressions, and always come out stronger on the other side. 
P.S. For anyone who doesn’t already know, Sawyer is a serious MOFO when it comes to his Pop-Tarts. Don’t ever eat the last one. 
 
By the time I finish reading, I’m laughing and crying. If this isn’t a fucking sign to go pick up Mel’s rings, I don’t know what is. 
“I love you, Noah, and even though I don’t want it to be today, I can’t wait to hug you when I’m with you on the other side.” 




Always Second-Best
Yesterday, I picked up the rings I bought and smiled the entire way home. After securing them in my safe, I couldn’t stop wondering if I’d actually be lucky enough for Mel to wear my ring one day. 
During Veronica’s wedding today, I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. Amelia is a gorgeous woman, but when she’s emotional and wearing her vulnerabilities on her sleeve, her beauty intensifies. The wedding has been rough. Darren is trying to act happy, but he’s miserable without Belle. Veronica loves Darren and Cadence with all her heart. She’s even encouraged him to move on, but Darren and I are a lot alike—we fall hard and remain loyal. Sex is one thing, but I’m not sure if anyone will get Darren’s heart again, at least not anytime soon. 
I tried putting on a happy face in hopes of lifting Mel’s spirits, but my efforts failed. There wasn’t anything I could do to keep her from missing Noah tonight. No longer in the mood to ravish her body, that’s already eternally marked with his name, we went our separate ways when we came home. I’m in the garage, listening to music, and having an emotional breakdown as I clutch onto a photo of the three of us. Today is one of those days where life seems so unfair. 
“Never Say Never” by The Fray is playing when Darren comes downstairs. This song reminds me so much of Mel and me. 
“You’ve been crying,” he points out as he sits across from me. 
“Rough night. You going out?” 
He pulls the photo from my hands and looks at it before placing it on the desk behind him. “Yeah, like you said, rough night. Mel is worried about you.” 
“I’m not so sure about that. She had plenty of time to worry about me earlier when she was lost in her thoughts of Noah.” 
Darren narrows his eyes at me, “That’s fucked up, Sawyer. Today was shitty for all of us. She loves you, but she’s always going to love him too.” 
“Yeah, I know, and I’m always going to be her second choice. Maybe I should get a tattoo—Mel’s second choice.” 
He shakes his head. “You’re in a shitty mood, and I’m not going to sit here and argue with you. I only came down because I got an alert from Belle’s blog and was wondering if you read it. If not, maybe you should. It might change your mind on how you’re thinking right now.” 
“Why did she post now? It’s late. No wait, let me guess, it’s because she’s missing Noah.” 
I know I’m being a dick, but I can’t help it. Darren stands and looks down at me. “Maybe because she came down here to talk to you and instead decided to post her feelings. Read the blog, Sawyer, and take it for what it is. There is a beautiful woman waiting upstairs for you in your bed. Do you have any idea how fucking lucky you are? I’d kill to have Belle back in my arms for another minute, let alone the rest of my life.” 
“She’d probably kill for more time with Noah.” 
Darren kicks the chair, and I flinch. I’ve pushed him too far, and I know it. “So would any of us. You can’t fault her for that!” 
Leaning forward, I prop my head in my hands. “I don’t. I’d give my life to have Noah back. Tonight was just a wake-up call, Darren. I thought I could do this. I thought I could love her and forget about the past as much as possible, but I’m never going to be anything other than her second choice, and fuck … there is nothing I can say to make this sound better, but for once I want to come first with her. Just one fucking time.” 
Darren pats my shoulder. “It’s been a long, emotional day, Sawyer. When you’re ready, read her post. I think it will help. Maybe you don’t feel like it counts because she ended up with Noah, but she did kiss you first, she gave you her number first, she fought with you first, and the sexual tension in that room that night was yours and hers, not hers and Noah’s. I’m sure this isn’t the best example either, but you also knew she was pregnant first. I’ve always thought that meant something more significant, but I never could figure out what. Sometimes, to find the answers we seek, we have to remove ourselves from a situation and look outside the box. Start looking, Sawyer. If you don’t, you’re going to throw away the best thing to ever happen to you.” 
When Darren leaves, I think about his words for so long I end up falling asleep on the couch. In the morning, I wake up uncomfortable and feeling like a complete asshole. After stretching, I pull up Belle’s blog and read Mel’s post. 
 




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 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
 



 





Jesus, what did I do? Princess poured her fucking heart out online last night and admitted our relationship, and I hid in the garage and pouted all night like a little kid. When I rush upstairs to our room, she isn’t there. Maybe she ended up going back to her old room last night. I know how insecure she can be at times. Quickly, I hop in the shower and throw on some clean clothes. I’ll convince her to come to breakfast with me, and maybe we can drive up to Santa Barbara for the day and take the kids to the zoo. They’d love that, and it would be good for us to get out of the house and have some fun. 
Quietly, I open the door to Noah’s room and look around. She’s not in bed. With a heavy heart, I turn toward the closed closet. The light is on, and as I inch closer, the muffled sounds of her cries escape. I back out of the room as quietly as I came in. My heart aches for her and for us. After peeking into the nursery to check on the kids, I grab my keys and take off. I’ve got a lot to think about today. 

Over the next two weeks, I avoid Mel as much as possible. I’m trying to let go of the anger that has been mounting inside of me by filling my time with meetings and working on the next charity EP release. 
The day after the wedding I drove for hours before ending up at my house by the creek. As I sat in the gazebo, I thought of all the things I want out of life. At the top of that list is a home. The beach house has always been just that—a house. I want a place where my family lives. Where we make notches on the walls to chart our kid’s growth. A home where crayon drawings live on painted walls instead of paper because children follow their imaginations instead of rules. A place where fifty years from now my wife and I will reminisce fondly about all the memories we made there. I want that with Mel, but she has to want it too. 
Unfortunately, she’s regressed these last two weeks. All she does is spend her days in Noah’s closet with his ghost. I hear her say his name, and it pisses me off. I know it shouldn’t, but why can’t I be the one she talks to? Instead of his closet, why can’t she find her solace in my arms? Wherever she is, that’s where I want to be, but it isn’t the same for her, and lately that’s all I can think about. 
I knock on Darren’s door, and when he calls out for me to enter, I close it behind me. 
“What’s up, Sawyer?” 
I take a seat on the chair next to his bed. “Do you think Veronica would take Cadence a day early? I want to leave for the cabin tomorrow.” 
He sits up against his headboard with a furrowed brow. “I’m sure she would, but why?” 
“I’m giving Mel an ultimatum before we leave. I can’t do this anymore, Darren.” 
“Do what?” 
“Live in Noah’s shadow. I don’t want to rush her, but I can’t live like this anymore. His room looks the same as the day he died. This house hasn’t changed one bit since the day she moved in, except for the nursery. I’m not getting any younger. I want someone to build a home and a family with me. This house is amazing, but if you didn’t know there were kids in it, would you guess a family lives here?” 
Darren scoots over and dangles his legs off the edge of the bed. “There are toys, but overall no, I wouldn’t. Maybe that’s on all of us though. Maybe Mel doesn’t feel comfortable making changes.” 
“Maybe she doesn’t, but shouldn’t she want to live in a place where she does? Shouldn’t she want to spend her life with someone who makes her want those things? Because I want those things, Darren, and I want them with her, but I have a sinking feeling she doesn’t feel the same way.” 
When I lean back in the chair, he crosses the room and looks out at the ocean. “I’m not sure pushing her is going to achieve the outcome you want.” 
“I’m not sure it will either, but if I don’t try, she’ll think what we have is enough. It’s not enough anymore, not for me.” 
Darren sighs and turns back toward me. “I’m not comfortable being in the middle of this. Mel is my friend, and I love her, and she’s been miserable for weeks because of the tension between you two. Can’t you talk to her and explain how you’re feeling?” 
“I will tomorrow before we leave. My mom is spending the night tonight to work on foundation business with Mel. Tomorrow, she’s taking the kids to the zoo in the morning. While they’re gone, I plan to talk to Mel. When I’m finished, we’ll spend the night at J’s and head up to the cabin the next morning.” 
I look over at the nightstand at the picture of Darren, Belle, and Cadence from Noah’s wedding. They’re all smiling, even Cadence, and I’m slightly envious. More than anything, I wish Belle were still here with her family, but I also wish I had a photo like this with my family. Mel has shied away from pictures with the three of us, and I understand it, but it makes me feel like her dirty little secret. Or even worse, not good enough to be Nate’s stand-in father figure or the man she loves. 
“I don’t like it, especially keeping this from Mel, but I won’t get in your way. I’ll be ready tomorrow. For your sake, I hope you know what you’re doing, Sawyer.” 
“Me too. If anything, maybe she’ll be so mad at me she’ll start writing again. She’s almost all the way back to us, Darren, I can feel it. Either this will bring her all the way back, or she’ll continue living in the past. The only thing I know is that I can’t continue living in a constant state of denial. It’s not fair to either of us.” 

After talking to Darren, I called J and made plans for us to stay at his place tomorrow. Once that’s taken care of, I stopped off briefly at the florist to pick up my standard monthly flower order and am now visiting with Noah and Belle. Coming here brings me peace, and right now I need all the clarity I can get. 
“Hey, guys. It’s just a quick visit today because we’re heading out tomorrow for our yearly camping trip. Everyone is coming except for Rob and Dad. Rob’s new baby is due any day, and he doesn’t want to leave Diane. Neither does Dad. I know you guys can understand that.” 
The sun dips lower in the sky, and I know I don’t have a lot of time. 
“I’m about to give Mel an ultimatum. I’m sure you both would think it’s shitty, but I can’t keep living my life in limbo, loving her and hoping one day she loves me the same. Thoughts of my future with Mel occupy so much of my time I’m surprised I get anything done. I picture our kids, birthdays, and anniversaries, and I want it so badly that it absolutely kills me when I come back down to reality. 
“I think deep down she wants it too and is scared to reach for it. That’s where my ultimatum comes in, I guess. I’m going to push her to fight for me, for us. If she can’t do that, it’s time to let her go and put my focus into someone who will. I spent a lot of my life fucking up and being an asshole. I think you’d both be proud of me because I’m not that man anymore. Losing you has pushed me to be a better version of myself. I’ve grown in ways I’d have never expected, and I’m proud of myself. You’d be proud of me Noah. I stepped up, and I kept my promise. It wasn’t hard. Nate and Mel are the center of my universe. The hard part will be backing away if she can’t do this. Not from Nate, never from him, but I’m going to have to start letting Mel go.”
It hurts to say the words, but saying them to Noah makes it worse. 
“I’m sorry if I failed you, but your video said you want me to be happy. If I can’t get Mel to be happy with me, I’ve got to find it somewhere else because I finally believe I deserve it. I’ve gotta go, but I love both of you, and I’ll be back soon to fill you in on the camping trip and Mel’s choice.” 
When I get back into the car, “Speeding Cars” by Walking On Cars is playing, and all I can do is shake my head and turn down the volume. There are so many elements of this song that remind me of the three of us, and once again, I wonder if Noah is trying to tell me something. 

In the morning, Mel tries hard to bridge the distance between us. I’ve got a meeting with an artist who is considering helping out with the next EP. I can’t miss it. It was hard leaving, especially knowing how disappointed she was. My meeting ran late, and by the time I get home, Nate and Darren are packed and ready to go. 
I feel bad I won’t get much time to talk to Mel before we leave, but I’m so excited to tell her about my meeting that I push it to the back of my mind. The first thing I notice is Noah’s door is shut, but the haunting melody of “My Immortal” by Evanescence escapes under the door. 
Everything turns red and my anger takes the lead. I can’t believe she’s in Noah’s closet again! I throw open the bedroom door and storm inside the room. When I fling open the closet door and see her sitting on his floor, it’s a dagger straight to my heart. 
“Unfuckingbelieveable! Jesus, Mel, what the fuck are you doing to yourself?”
Without waiting for an answer, I cross the hall to our room. It’s technically my room now, but after this weekend, maybe I’ll need to move out completely. 
“It’s not what you think,” she calls out and is standing in front of me within seconds. 
“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!” 
Indecision briefly flickers across her face before she looks at me with desperation in her eyes. 
“You’re not in second place with me, Sawyer. I wish you could understand that.” 
I begin pacing as I run my hands through my hair. Are we ever going to get past this argument? My insecurities have nothing to do with her, but at the same time, they have everything to do with her. We’re in impossible positions here. 
“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?” The fear in her voice kills me, but maybe she needs to be scared to understand how much this hurts me. 
“Maybe I am because there are some things I can’t get past.” 
“Like what?” she snaps, letting her anger take over, and for a second, I’m proud of her for standing up for herself, but I’m not proud enough to back down. 
“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?”
My anger radiates between us, but it feels good to get all of this off my chest. 
“What about kids, Mel? We can’t have them because you did that with him, right?” 
She pales. “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!”
When she winces and collapses on the bed, I know I’ve hurt her, but I can’t help how I feel. Noah was my everything too, but we can’t continue living in the past because it isn’t living, it’s existing. 
“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, I take a seat next to her. “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.” 
She looks up at me and blinks back her tears. All I want to do is pull her into my arms and never let her go, but I have to know she’s willing to live a life with me. 
“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.” 
I find it hard to believe she talks to Noah about me. Mel isn’t a liar though, so maybe she does, but it doesn’t change anything. Her need to feel close to Noah means she isn’t ready to move on yet. 
“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?” she whispers. 
“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.” 
The color drains from her face, and the knife digs deeper into my heart. Everything is at stake—our love, our friendship, the life we’ve been trying to build together. I could easily end this, apologize, and beg her forgiveness. That won’t change a thing though. We have to change if we’re going to have a fighting chance. 
“What is it?” she asks, her voice wobbling.
“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’ll probably die a lonely, miserable old man. 
“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?” 
The thought that my world can come crashing down in three short days makes me sick. I’m determined to enjoy each and every second with Nate in case she decides to leave. 
“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?” She jumps up, looking around the room frantically. They’ve never been apart that long. Even when she couldn’t touch him, they were always under the same roof. I understand her fear. 
“He’ll be fine, I promise. You need this time … correction, we need this time. Come say bye to him. My mom dropped him off when I got here and she took Cadence to Veronica’s for Darren.”
She follows behind me and flashes Nate a smile when she sees him playing excitedly with his suitcase. It’s his smile, the one nobody else gets except for him. The one I want our other kids to be the recipients of someday in the future. 
“Nate, give Mommy a hug. We’re going to spend the night with Uncle J.” 
He returns her smile with one that matches Noah’s. It’s one of my favorite things about him. “Mommy, I going fishing.” 
When Mel hugs Nate, she starts to cry, and I hate myself for hurting her. “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,” Nate says before running back to his suitcase. His excitement trumps Mommy’s hugs, and a swell of pride goes through me. I get to take my nephew on his very first camping trip, and he’s happy to be going. 
When she looks at up me, her eyes burn with anger. “Keep Fat Bastard away from my kid.” 
“He’s my kid too, Mel. I’d never let anything hurt him.” I try not to let her words hurt me, I know she’s lashing out, but I’d die before anything could hurt Nate. 
“See you when we get back, Mel. I’m going to take Nate to the car so you guys can talk.” Darren gives her a quick hug and darts out the door. 
“Well, I guess I’ll see you later.” She turns toward our room, and it takes all my self-control not to pull her into my arms and beg her to see this my way. 
“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.” 
She doesn’t say anything to me and closes the bedroom door behind her. Before leaving, I check in with Mac and let him know Mel is the only one home. He’s going to meet us at the cabin this weekend, but Ryan is going to stay behind to keep an eye on things. 
Knowing my mood, Darren is already in the driver's seat of my SUV, and Nate is in his car seat happily playing with cars. As we pull out of the drive, I send her a link to “Sometimes Love Just Ain’t Enough” by Patty Smyth and Don Henley. I’m hoping she’ll send something back to prove she’s going to fight for us. It takes a few minutes, but she doesn’t disappoint.
“Are you okay?” Darren asks, keeping his eyes on the road. 
“Fuck no. Everything inside me is screaming to go back and apologize. What if she does something drastic? What if she sleeps in the cemetery again or takes too many pills or packs up and moves out while we’re gone? Dammit, what if she starts writing that book she still feels guilty about not doing? She can’t deal with all of that shit alone. We should go back.” 
Now I’m just scaring myself. Darren pulls into the gas station. “You pump. I’m going to text her and feel her out.” 
That sounds like a good plan. When I get back in the car, I look at him expectantly, and he smiles. “She’s fine, and you were right. She said she’s going to write.” 
“Do you think we should go back?” 
He puts the car in gear and drives off after I put on my seatbelt. “Nah, I think she’s going to be just fine. You had me worried, but she eased those fears. I think she needed this push, and if you’re still worried tomorrow, we can always send the girls or your mom to check on her. Veronica would drop everything in a heartbeat to make sure she’s okay. More importantly, I think you need time to regroup and reset your mind.” 
“Why?” I’m defensive, but damn, it feels like he’s on her side. 
“Daddy Sawyer, I love you,” Nate sing-songs from the back seat, and my heart melts. 
“I love you too, Nate.” I turn back to look at him, and he’s barely keeping his eyes open, but he’s wearing a smile. 
“That’s why right there. He’s your son, Sawyer, and Mel will be your wife one day when you’re both ready. I understand your insecurities, I’ve known you long enough to be fully versed in all the fucked-up shit that makes up Sawyer Weston. Want to know what else I know?” 
“Not really,” I mutter. 
Darren chuckles. “Too fucking bad because you need to hear it. Noah would have switched places with you in a heartbeat. He knew your issues with being second and it bothered him. You guys were like two minutes apart, get over it. You’ve got way too much shit wrapped up in your head. If Noah was your younger brother, you’d still be pissed he had Mel. If you guys liked the same girls and weren’t twins, it would still bug you. It’s less about being second-best and more about your competitive nature.”
Darren pauses and takes a breath, and I know the real shit is yet to come. “Here’s the thing, man, and I don’t mean this to be as shitty as it’s going to sound. You won, Sawyer. You’ve got it all because you’re still here. Noah doesn’t have the opportunity to be first at anything anymore, and it fucking sucks. It’s time to let it go. Mel might have some things to think about and some decisions to make, but you’re not innocent in this either. You’re projecting all your insecurities onto her, and it’s not fair. If you can’t get over your shit, why should she?”
We drive in silence while I mull over his words. 
“I know I have my issues and there are things I need to get past. Regardless of my issues, she still has to choose to live in the here and now with me, Darren. As long as she continues living in the past and spending all her free time in Noah’s closet, I’m going to keep feeling like her second choice. I am her second choice, and I’m okay with it, or I wouldn’t love her so fucking much. But being second and feeling it are two separate things. Is it so wrong to want her to turn to me instead of Noah when something is bothering her? Isn’t that what couples do? Lean on each other? For once I want to feel like her priority, not her afterthought.” 
Darren turns into J’s driveway and shuts off the car. “You guys are the most fucked-up, in-love couple I think I’ve ever seen. Both of you have valid feelings. I only hope this weekend brings you two some much-needed clarity and you can work things out. If not for each other for that little guy in the back seat who equally adores both of you.” 
“Uncle Jordan!” Nate squeals excitedly from the back seat, breaking the somber mood between Darren and me. The second I get him out of his car seat, he darts for Jordan. I lean back against the hood of the car and watch the two of them for a minute. 
Jordan has always been good with kids. Saylor and Emme have sleepovers with him and Fat Bastard all the time. It’s convenient since he lives close to Rob and Diane. Even so, there’s something about Nate that brings out that parental side of J even more. Maybe it’s because he’s Noah’s and we’re all protective of him, or maybe it’s because he’s the first boy. Whatever it may be, their bond is special. 
When J puts Nate down, Darren and I move toward the door. “Daddy Sawyer, look! A kitty cat!” 
Oh hell. I step up my speed and scoop Nate into my arms before he reaches Fat Bastard. Wouldn’t you know it, this ornery fucking cat is practically purring at my feet. I’ve never heard him meow so much. 
With a raised brow, I look to Jordan who shrugs, “Don’t ask me. Kids and women are his thing. He’s like this with Saylor and Emme too. You can put him down, Sawyer. I promise he’ll be okay.” 
I’m hesitant, but with a quick kiss to Nate’s head and an even quicker prayer that Mel won’t be killing me anytime soon, I put him down. Fat Bastard immediately rubs up against Nate, circling him. Nate laughs and laughs as he pets the cat. 
“Gentle, Nate,” I remind him like I do at the zoo. 
“Gentle, kitty. Gentle, gentle,” Nate repeats, and when we walk inside the house, Nate climbs up on the couch, and the cat jumps in his lap while Nate pets him. The first thing I do is snap a photo for Mel; she’ll never believe it if she doesn’t see it. 
We turn on one of Nate’s favorite movies, and Darren and I fill Jordan in on all of the past week’s events over a few beers. 
“What are you going to do, Sawyer?” 
“Nothing to do except wait and see what happens.” 
Jordan nails me with a knowing gaze. “Where are those rings you had made? You get those back yet?” 
I’m not going to lie to them even if I don’t want to come clean. “Yeah, they’re in my bag. I got them a couple of weeks ago.” 
“What the fuck? You didn’t say anything. Why?” Darren’s angry, and I can’t blame him. 
“I got them the day before the wedding. It was a fucked-up time. After the wedding, I wasn’t sure about anything. I brought them with me because I didn’t want to risk Mel or Mom finding them while we’re gone. That’s the last thing I need.” 
“Let’s see them,” J urges. 
“Yeah, I want to see these rings you helped design. Make sure if you man up and give them to Mel one day, they’re worthy of her.” 
“Fuck you.” After retrieving the rings, I pass each of them a box. One with my ring and one with hers. 
“Whoa, these are incredible. I’m not sure anything has ever screamed rock star princess more than this. I’m impressed,” Darren concedes as he and J switch boxes. 
“You did good, Sawyer,” J agrees as he passes the box back to me. 
“Do you think she’ll like them? If we ever get that far?” 
“She’s going to love them, but she’d love a fucking mood ring if that’s what you wanted her to wear.” 
Jordan laughs. “Don’t give him any ideas. Remember that time he got that girl a mood ring in junior high because he wanted to see if she was horny for him? 
“Oh shit! I forgot all about that.” 
“Haha. Laugh it up, you two. That girl was in high school and the ring led the path to her bedroom where I lost my virginity. Maybe you guys should have taken notes from the master.” 
“Take notes, he says.” J passes us a couple more beers. “I bet you don’t even remember her name.” 
“You’re wrong, J, her name was Amy Madigan. A few years after we were signed, she came to one of our shows and slipped me a note during a meet and greet.” 
Darren leans forward in his seat. “I remember that. She was hot.” 
J arches a brow. “What did the note say?” 
“Basically, she wanted me to return the favor and teach her a few things.” 
J rolls his eyes. “I don’t even need to ask.” 
“We had fun that night,” Darren replies, letting J in on our secret. 
J’s eyes lock on mine, and I shrug. “Don’t act like you and Tyler haven’t shared.” 
J looks at me and shakes his head. “We haven’t, actually. I’ve had threesomes but never with Ty or Allie.” 
I’d like to say I’m surprised, but I’m not. Jordan likes to fuck, but when he has feelings for someone, he’s as faithful as they come.
A couple of hours later, Nate and I are curled up in J’s guestroom bed. Darren offered to take the couch. It’s taking all my self-control not to call and check on Mel. Instead, I finally send her the picture of Nate and his new BFF, Fat Bastard, and of course, another song that reminds me of us. 




Depression
The next morning, I wake up miserable. I have a recurring nightmare that Mel and I are making love, and every time my mouth gets near her Weston tattoo, she calls out Noah’s name. 
Even if my mood has been shitty since I opened my eyes, having Nate with me helps. “Wake up, Nate,” I whisper softly into his ear and tickle him. He wakes up giggling, and I swear it’s one of the best sounds in the world. Who knew belly laughs could lift spirits so much?
“Daddy Sawyer, I gonna catch a fish today?” 
“We’re going to try to catch all the fish in the lake today. Sometimes it doesn’t happen, but I think it will for you. Your daddy was the best fisherman I knew.” 
“Daddy Noah?” 
Only recently has he been separating us by name. It used to be when we said Daddy, it was automatically Noah, but I think it’s become confusing for him. Mel thinks he’s getting close to the stage where he’s going to drop the Sawyer altogether and I’m just going to be Daddy. As much as I’m honored to mean so much to him, it kills me to see him push Noah out. I often remind myself that he doesn’t understand now, but one day he will. I’ll give Nate my undying love and attention, but Noah should always be his hero. 
“Yes, buddy, Daddy Noah. He loved you bigger than the whole wide world.” 
“And Mommy?”
“Yup, her too.” 
“And you too, Daddy Sawyer?” 
This kid is going to bring me to tears before coffee. 
“Me too, Nate.” 
As if he can sense my mood, he jumps up and lays on my chest, hugging and kissing me. “I love you, Daddy Sawyer. Can I have cereal now?” 
Just like that, all is right in his world. Maybe I should take note. 
Once I have him settled at the table with Fat Bastard eating cat food at Nate’s feet, I check my phone. Mel finally replied in the middle of the night, and I wonder why she was up so late. My phone buzzes in my hand, and it’s another song from her. If it’s any indication of how she feels, she’s as miserable as I am. When I reply, it’s not to be a dick, just to reiterate my stance—the clock is ticking.


“I Have Nothing” by Whitney Houston, huh? That one could actually go both ways. You have 72 hours, Princess, make them count. 


 





After everyone arrives at J’s, we split up and carpool. In my SUV it’s me, Wyatt, Nate, Jake, and Darren. In J’s SUV, it’s Mac, J, Tony, and Eli. Since Warren and Sam have been down in San Diego this week, they’re driving up and meeting us at the cabin. 
“Say You Love Me” by Jessie Ware is playing when we load in the car. 
“Oh, hell no.” Darren switches the radio to “Dive” by Ed Sheeran. “No depressing shit this early in the morning.”  
As soon as we leave J’s house, Darren tells Wyatt about the drama between Mel and me. In typical Wyatt fashion, he takes it all in but doesn’t comment. He will eventually, but like Noah, Wyatt likes to let things settle first before putting in his two cents. 
Nate and Jake babble away in the backseat. Jake recently started walking and tries hard to keep up with Nate and Cadence. With only about a year separating them, we hope they’ll grow up to be the best of friends. 
Wyatt trips out on how Nate sings along with some of the music. “Damn, he can barely speak full sentences, but he can belt out lyrics in perfect pitch. You fucking Westons just come out of the womb talented, don’t you?” 
“Pretty much. Throw in those Triton jeans and this kid might be destined for greatness.” 
Wyatt whistles. “How did I forget about that? With all the singers in his family, Nate’s bound to be a superstar. If he can learn the guitar, there’ll be no stopping him.” 
Darren intervenes, “Unless maybe he wants to be something other than a musician. The last thing he needs is for people to set a bunch of unrealistic expectations for him. What if he’s like J and can’t hold a note to save his life?” 
“Considering he has better pitch than most grown adults, I’m not sure that will be an issue,” Wyatt counters, “but I get what you’re saying.”
About halfway to the cabin, we stop for diaper changes and bathroom breaks. We give the kids some snacks and cue up a movie for them to watch. Wyatt’s in the backseat keeping an eye on them. 
My thoughts wander as I wait for them to buckle up. It’s surreal to think how much my life has changed and what it would be like if Noah were still alive. I wonder if I would have settled down and started a family of my own by now. The thought is depressing, and I hate myself for feeling that way. Of course, I’d rather have Noah here—even if it means I’d lose Mel. 
“Earth to Sawyer.” Darren snaps his finger in front of my face. “Ready to get back on the road?” With one last look at my phone and no updates from Mel, I shove it back in my pocket.
 “Yeah, let’s go.” 
When we’re back on the freeway, Wyatt finally puts in his two cents. “Anna is going to check on Mel while we’re gone.” 
“That’s good. Tell Bethie thank you for me.” 
“Sawyer, you need to fix this. You know that, right?” 
Why are they trying to make this all my fault? “Wyatt, it’s complicated.” 
Wyatt snorts. “Only because you’re making it that way. I’m not going to argue with you. Amelia is the best thing to ever happen to you. The two of you make each other happy, and after all the shit you’ve been through, it’s a motherfucking miracle. Don’t fuck it up.” 
He leans back in his seat and closes his eyes. I’m surprised he cussed at me. That’s not his usual style. Pushing his outburst to the back of my mind, I turn up the music. A short while later, Darren and Wyatt start snickering. My eyes meet Wyatt’s in the rearview mirror, and Darren is already staring at me. 
“What are you two laughing about?” 
They laugh even harder, and the kids join in. 
“You don’t even realize it, do you?” Darren replies with a cocky smirk. 
They’re starting to piss me off. “Realize what?” 
Wyatt sings a line from “Against All Odds” by Phil Collins, and Darren immediately follows it with a line from “Separate Lives” by Phil Collins and Marilyn Martin. That’s when I notice “One More Night”—also by Phil Collins—is playing on the radio. Fuck me.

Darren’s tone turns serious, “You might not want to talk or think about Mel, but the way you were singing along to the radio, your subconscious mind is overruling you.” 
“I was not singing …” 
“I sing too, Daddy Sawyer!” Nate exclaims, cutting me off and completely invalidating my argument all at the same time. 
Darren reaches over and syncs the stereo to his phone. “Sorry, man, but I can only handle so much sad music. You must be in a bad funk if you’re bringing out your closeted affection for Phil Collins. If we’re going to have a sing-along about love, let’s do it right.”
When I groan, Wyatt reaches over and pats my shoulder. “It’s love, man. It does crazy shit to us. You’re lucky we’ve been there and we’ve got your back.” 
As Darren taps out a beat on the dashboard, I shake my head. When the song starts playing, he and Wyatt begin belting out the lyrics, and eventually I join in. If you can’t have a cheesy sing along to the Bee Gees’ “How Deep Is Your Love” with your best friends, what’s the point? 
They try hard to keep my spirits up on the way, and I appreciate their effort. I’ve been looking forward to this weekend for months, and I’m going to try to focus on the good things. 
“Do you really think Mel’s going to say no?” Wyatt inquires when there’s a lull in the music. 
“I’d like to say no, and if you’d asked me before Veronica’s wedding, I would have. The last couple of weeks have been rough. Not being over Noah, I completely understand because I’m right there with her. That’s where we have a disconnect. I’m guessing she feels she can’t talk to me about him. I want her to talk to me about anything, even if it hurts, and I think it would be better than her hiding in his closet all the time.” 
Darren taps his fingers on the armrest. “What if you’re pushing her too fast? Maybe she isn’t ready, Sawyer.” 
“Look, if Mel wants to leave Noah’s room a shrine for the next fifty years, I don’t have a problem with it. Same with Belle’s things. What I have an issue with is trying to build a life and a relationship in his shadow. At the beach house, we’re already surrounded by our memories. I want her to make space for our lives there. Make an office out of their old room, maybe one day even make it a nursery if we have more kids. Or we can move into my house, leave this house as is, and move on from there. I need a sign, something … anything that says she’s willing to move forward with me. If not, why am I wasting my time?” 
“Because you love her, Sawyer, and you have to put in the time to earn the reward.” 
 “Haven’t I been doing that for the last two years? When Noah died, I was as lost as she was. Being with Nate and Mel brought a whole new meaning to my life. I’ve done everything I can to prove I’m here for her. When does she reciprocate? When will Mel push outside of her comfort zone and show me I matter to her too?” 
Darren turns in his seat, “Is that what you need? Some kind of quid pro quo?” 
“If that’s what you want to call it, sure. I’ve had to accept a lot. Do you know she has a tattoo of Noah’s name? Each time we have sex, I avoid it like the plague. It’s a constant reminder he had her first. It kills me that a piece of her body is completely off limits to me. Not to mention a piece of her heart. I understand, and I’m not such a total ass that I’d let it keep me from her. The last few weeks have just been a constant reminder that things shouldn’t be this hard. She has worries and concerns, but at some point, she has to consider my feelings too. She’s got to let the other shit go.” 
As I drive up the windy mountain road, Nate points out the window at all the things he sees. I’m grateful because it gives me a reason to stop talking about Mel, even if she never leaves my mind. 
When the car stops Nate kicks his feet excitedly. “Daddy Sawyer, we going fishing!” 
“God, he really is Noah’s son, isn’t he?” Wyatt says as he unsnaps both kids from their seats. 
“Yup and if he’s anything like Noah, he’s going to catch the first fish out of that lake.” 

Once we’re settled inside and have set up a play area for the kids, we crack open a couple of beers. This definitely won’t be a drinking weekend for Wyatt and me, but it’s okay because we’re supposed to be making memories. 
Sam and Warren are the first to arrive, followed shortly afterward by J, Eli, Mac, and Tony. They all seem to be in good spirits, and I try playing along but fail miserably. Nate’s been looking out the window at the lake constantly, and now that everyone is here, I can finally take him down. 
Everyone pitches in and carries stuff down to the water. Wyatt and I get Jake and Nate into life jackets and floaties because you can never be too careful. Once we’re at the water’s edge, I take off Nate’s floaties because he can’t even put his arms down wearing them and the jacket. Holding a fishing pole too is next to impossible. 
I’ve got Nate between my legs, and all of us are lined up at the edge of the dock. I thought about taking the boat out but it’s cold, and it looks like it might rain. Plus, Anna and Mel would want to be here for their first trip out on the lake in a boat. 
Nate and I share a pole, and his little hands are gripping it like crazy. I’m going to feel awful is he doesn’t catch a fish. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen him this excited about anything. Christmas this year is going to be a blast. If he’s this excited for fish, Santa is going to blow his mind. 
Unfortunately, that makes me wonder if he’ll even be with me for Christmas. I’m so lost in thought, I almost miss the tug on the pole until Nate squeals, “Look, it’s moving!” 
I guide his little hands to the crank to start reeling it in. The guys are all smiling, but there is also a chorus of “No way,” “It figures,” and I’m pretty sure J threw in a “Just like fucking Noah.” 
Once we’ve pulled the fish close, Darren helps Nate stand, and I follow. Warren takes photos while Nate and I reel in his first fish. It’s a good-sized trout, and once it’s flopping around on the dock, Nate claps and squeals. He doesn’t understand the fish is dying; it’s just exciting to him. From his beaming smile to the excited gleam in his eyes, he exudes all things Noah. 
“Daddy Sawyer, I did it! Can we do it again?” he asks once the fish is off the hook and put aside to cook later. 
“We sure can.” I scoop him into a hug. “Daddy Noah would be so proud of you right now.” 
The guys avert their gazes. I know they heard me, but it is what it is at this point. Noah and I shared so much in life I guess it only makes sense we would have shared our kids as well. Without a doubt, I know he would have wanted to be as close to my kids as I want to be to his. 

Nate fell asleep early. I bathed him as soon as we were done fishing and he almost fell asleep in his dinner plate. Once he was down, I took a walk around the lake trying to clear my head. When I returned, I grabbed a beer from the ice chest on the deck and made myself comfortable outside. 
“On a scale of one to ten, how pissed are you right now?” Jordan takes the lounger beside me. 
“I take it I was the topic of discussion while I was gone.” 
“You and Mel … it was equal.” 
“Well, that’s good to know. I’m not pissed.” 
Jordan pops open his beer. “Just moody as fuck.” 
“Wouldn’t you be?” 
“Then do something about it, Sawyer.” 
The screen slides open, and Eli plops down on the lounger on my other side. 
“What should I do, J? I already did the only thing I could.” Eli snorts. “You got something to add, Watts?” 
“Actually, yeah, but I’m not going to do all the work for you. I came out here to get a beer and look at the stars. My advice is simple. You can give Mel all the ultimatums in the world, but she’s stubborn and logical.” 
I’m confused. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
“You’re a smart man, Weston. Figure it out. If I were going to consider an ultimatum from someone, I’d want some fucking guarantees too.” 
Just like that, Eli pats me on the shoulder and heads back inside the house. I turn to J. “Do you know what he meant?” 
“Yup,” J answers, “but you’ve got to figure it out on your own. It’s a beautiful night. Stay here and think, Sawyer. It will do you some good.” 
I spend some time stargazing, but the clouds roll back in and obscure my view. It’s too bad; I’d even seen a few shooting stars. 
As the hours pass, the house becomes progressively quieter. I’ve been nursing the same beer since my walk and it’s warm as piss. I’ve checked on Nate a few times, but he and Jake are now curled up together on the spare bed in Wyatt’s room. 
Without warning, the heavens open up and freezing rain pummels down on me. It’s not anything my jacket can protect against, so I go back inside. Thunder and lightning let loose, and just like that, Eli’s cryptic words suddenly make sense. 
My gaze flies to the clock on the mantle, and I’m shocked to see it’s three in the morning. Collapsing onto the closest couch, I rack my memory. All this time, I’ve only assumed Mel knew what I wanted. Hell, I’ve known for so long how I feel about her that I’ve already bought our wedding rings. I know I’m going to love and take care of her and Nate until my dying breath, but other than telling her so, how does she actually know? I’ve told her I love her more times than I can count, I’ve shown her with my body often … 
Fuck.
What have I done to show her I’m going to stick around? Her insecurities have always been high when it comes to love and family. It took a while before she understood Noah loved her, and he backed it up with a proposal. I thought it was too soon for her, but knowing I’m ready and waiting for her may be enough to ease her fears. 
“Dammit.” 
Eli chuckles. “Is that because you figured it out or because you need some help finding the right answer?” 
“Asshole,” I mutter. He returns the slam with a smile. “I need to back up my demands with actions. How is Mel supposed to know I’m serious if I don’t give her something to work with?” 
“Ding, ding, ding.” He brings his finger to his nose. “I knew you were smart, Weston, and a source told me you already have wedding rings. What are you waiting for?” 
Releasing a sigh, I lean back on the sofa. “For the time to be right, for her to be ready.” 
“Is there such a thing? I mean, it seems to me the longer we put things off, the greater the chance our moment is going to pass us by.” 
“What do I do now?” 
He turns his head to the window. “Wait for it to stop snowing and make some kind of grand gesture?” 
My head whips around to look outside. “Fuck, it’s snowing? Why didn’t I check the weather?” 
“Maybe because it’s August?” Tony offers as he enters the room. 
“Good point. Did we wake you?” 
“Nah, the thunder did that. It’s strange being here without Noah, but it’s also nice. I’ve got a lot of good memories of this place.” 
He sits across from us, and I feel like shit. “Sorry, I haven’t been the best at keeping up with people lately. You should come by the house whenever you want to. I’m glad you made it this time.” 
Tony shrugs. “It’s cool. I know everyone has been busy. Hell, I’ve been busy, but I’d like to take you up on it. I told these guys earlier when you were out … my wife is having a baby.” 
I jump up and pull him from the chair to hug him. “Congratulations, man! I’m so happy for you. Noah would have been so fucking excited.” 
“Thanks, we’re pretty excited as well. My kid and Nate will be in high school at the same time, so that’s cool. I think Noah would have liked that.” 
“Are you kidding me?” After releasing him, we sit back down. “The two of you were thick as thieves in school. Noah would have loved it and insisted they grow up together, and they will. God, this is so different.” 
They both look up at me with perplexed expressions. 
“Sorry, I mean different than last year. That was such a clusterfuck. I guess I was overly ambitious setting up a trip so soon after losing Noah. Mel and I were trying to figure out what we meant to each other. It was supposed to be a secret, but people found out. The trip was a nightmare. This time feels different. I’m … I guess happy in a way, to be here, to have Nate here, it just feels right.” 
“Even with everything else up in the air?” Eli asks. 
“Even with. I’ve been depressed for weeks, but after your hint, it all clicked. Now I’ve got to figure out how to get back in her good graces. Maybe I’ll text or email her, get a dialogue started.” 
Tony kicks his feet up. “Shouldn’t be too hard. Mel loves you, and she’s got a good head on her shoulders. She’ll listen to you. She’s not going to write you off in a day, not when she made you guardian of her kid in case anything ever happens to her.” 
“She did that?” 
With wide eyes, he nods. “Shit, I thought you knew. Mel said she was going to tell you. I could get in a lot of trouble for saying anything.” 
As his news sinks in, my heart expands. “Don’t worry, I won’t say anything. Mel mentioned that was what Noah wanted. She tried talking to me when she set up the trust, but I was afraid to hear the answer and have avoided the topic.” 
Eli clicks his tongue. “Damn, Sawyer, if you’d listened maybe you wouldn’t have felt the need to break Mel’s heart. If you needed a sign to prove her love, I think you just got one.” Eli kicks his feet up and adjusts his body to face Tony and me. 
“Are you mad, Eli?” 
He scoffs. “Why would I be? I’m her oldest friend, but we lost a lot of years. You’re her family, and more importantly, you’re Nate’s family. God forbid anything ever happen to my girl, Nate should be with you.” 
“Thanks, Eli, that means a lot to me.” Unable to hold back a yawn, I realize how tired I am. They’re in the process of starting a fire when I excuse myself. I’m sure Mel is already asleep, but I can’t go to bed without at least texting her a song. I need her to know where my head is even if we had words before I left. We need to talk, but I want to have a plan first. After sending her a link for “True” by Ryan Cabrera, I close my eyes and think about how to propose to my Princess. 
 




Snowed In
By the time morning rolled around we were officially snowed in. To make matters worse the roads aren’t expected to open for two more days. Nate isn’t even disappointed about not being able to fish since we can now build snowmen and make snowballs and snow angels. Last night I fell into a fitful sleep but woke up determined to figure out the perfect proposal for Mel. I’m proposing when I get home, but in the meantime, I’ve decided to let her stew on my ultimatum a little bit longer. I sent her an email letting her know how much I love her, but I want the element of surprise on my side when I get home. I’ve also decided even if she tells me no right off the bat; I’m not giving up. No guts, no glory, or so they say. 
The one thing I wasn’t expecting was for her to reply to my message and include pages of a new book she’s writing. It felt like my heart skipped a thousand beats when I noticed the attachment. I carried my computer into the kitchen with me because that’s where everyone is gathered. 
“You’re abnormally pale, Sawyer. What’s going on?” Wyatt asks, but all eyes quickly lock on me. 
“It’s Mel. She’s writing, and she sent me pages. It’s our story … I think. She doesn’t outright say it, but it has to be, right?” 
“Holy shit, that’s awesome!” Eli exclaims, and there’s a chorus of similar encouragement. 
Darren looks up at me with an expectant glance. “What are you waiting for, Sawyer? Go read it. I’ll keep an eye on Nate.” 
Warren hands me a cup of coffee, and Sam places a bagel wrapped in a paper towel on top of my computer. “Let me know if it’s good. Mel won’t say anything, but SOS will always want anything she writes. We’ll encourage her together if you think it’s something she should pursue.” 
“You got it,” I say absentmindedly as I turn around and head to my room. 
Once I’m comfortable on my bed, I reach for my coffee and take a few sips as the document opens. I’ve got no idea what to expect from her right now, but the fact she’s writing at all fills me with pride. This has to be one of the last steps of her coming back to us completely. Writing has always been her passion, and she’s avoided it for two years. Deep down, I’ve always thought she’d never move past the accident until she started writing again. I’m glad I didn’t email her last night and grovel. She might have quit before she started. 
From the opening line, I’m sucked in, and it reminds me of the night we met and how I got lost in her world as I read The O Factor. Fuck, I’m so damn proud of her. All I want to do is pick up the phone and tell her, but I can’t. Something inside me is telling me that isn’t the right move. 
When I’m about an hour into the story, there’s a knock at my door, and Darren pokes his head inside. 
“Well?” He quickly ducks in and closes the door behind him. 
“It’s our story. I don’t think it’s the one she was supposed to write. This is something different. It begins with her and Belle getting ready to come to our show that night. So far, it seems like a recap of everything that’s happened from that night forward.” 
“Hot damn, she’s really doing it. Maybe you were right and this was the best thing for her.” 
“Or maybe she’s going to realize it was all a mistake of epic proportions and she’s going to reclaim her pre-Bastards and Dangerous life.” 
Darren leans against the door. “You don’t really think she’s going to do that. How much do you love her, Sawyer?” 
“More than I ever thought possible.” 
“Right, and how well do you think you know her?” His question gives me pause. “Don’t think, just answer.” 
“Better than she knows herself right now.” 
He steps forward and grabs my coffee mug. “If that’s the case and someone asked Mel right now if she loved you, what would she say?” 
“She’d say yes.” 
Darren grins. “I’m going to get you some more coffee. You keep reading your love letter.” 
“My what?” 
He shakes his head. “Damn, you’re dense, but since you’re new to this love shit, let me help you out. You write songs to express your emotions. Mel writes stories. You gave Mel an ultimatum, and in return, she’s writing you a love letter. Believe me or not, you’ll see I’m right soon enough.” 

I read for hours until there are no more words on the page. She must have started writing the second we left the house, and she’s still going if her email is any indication. These pages end at the shooting, and I can’t imagine how she must be feeling right now. It’s time to call in the cavalry. 
 
Do you think you can go by and check on Mel?


Mom: Is that such a good idea after the way you left her?


You heard about that already?


Mom: I have my sources. 


Mel’s writing mom, please go be with her. I don’t want her to be alone through all the emotions she must be feeling.


Mom: Well, I do always sleep better at the beach. Don’t think this means I’m going to defend you though. 


What? What does that even mean? I’m your son, why wouldn’t you defend me? 


Mom: It means when you love someone you stick around and talk things out. You don’t run away and give do or die decisions that can push someone over the edge. 


Mom: It also means Amelia needs to find her way without any judgment or feeling like I’m picking sides. I’ll be there for her, but I won’t be singing your graces. 


It’s complicated Mom. 


Mom: It’s always complicated, Sawyer. If she chooses you what are you going to do next? I hope you’ve thought about it. 


 





I pull out the rings and take a picture of them for her. 
 
I’m going to ask her to marry me. Please don’t say anything to anyone. I’m trusting you with this and only you. 


Mom: They’re gorgeous Sawyer, and I hope with my whole heart she says yes. You have my word I won’t tell anyone. 


Me too. Please let me know how she is. I’m keeping my distance, but I’m worried. 


Mom: If something is wrong I’ll let you know, otherwise assume she’s fine. I love you, Sawyer. 


Love you too mom, and thanks. 



The next few hours, we all hang out, shoot the shit, have a couple of drinks, and play with the kids. Normally, being snowed in wouldn’t bother me in the slightest, but I’m dying to get home to Mel. 
After the kids are asleep, I take a minute to email her. I’ve got some ideas I want to talk to the guys about, but I have to take care of this first. 
Hey, 
I read your pages and they’re incredible. All your thoughts and your feelings … How come you’ve never been able to convey them to me that way? I guess this is you doing that now. I’m proud of you for making this effort. For putting your family’s needs first. For putting your own needs first. I know you didn’t see it before, but maybe you do now. I don’t just need your answer, Mel. I need you with me in every other way. It’s time to let the past go as best we can and live for tomorrow. Please send me the next part when you’re done. I love you, and I’m so fucking proud of you.
 





After a quick shower, we all sit down to a late dinner. Wyatt and I fed the kids chicken nuggets and mac ‘n’ cheese earlier, and they were happy as can be. Sam and Warren made chili and cornbread, and it smells amazing. It’s been cooking for hours, and I think we’ve all be counting down the minutes until it was done. 
“How is the book?” Sam asks. 
“I’m not positive it’s a book yet … I’m sure she’ll tell you guys, but keep it here until she does, please.” 
When they all nod in agreement, I continue. 
“It’s her story … I think. It starts with the night we all met, and what she sent me ended with the shooting. She’s still writing, and I guess there are more pages to come. Maybe she’s purging her system or recapping things to help put things in perspective, I’m not quite sure.” 
“Maybe it’s her way of journaling … like you,” Mac offers. “That woman has a lot of things to process. She’s lost her parents, grandmother, Noah, and Belle—that’s a lot of loss for anyone. Plus, she never got the chance to be a normal kid or have a home to call her own. If you’ve never had a home it’s probably hard to make one with someone else. I’d probably write it all down to make sense of it too, but that’s just me.” 
Mac has an interesting take on it. The home part especially has me thinking, but Darren isn’t buying it. “It’s her love letter to Sawyer. I’m telling you guys, the romance author who doesn’t believe in romance is making the biggest romantic gesture of them all.” 
“I’m with Darren,” Wyatt replies. “Sounds like love to me.” 
“I’ll withhold my opinion until I can read the story.” 
Warren lovingly puts his arm around his husband. “I agree with Sam. I’m going to need to read it to decide. I do think whatever it is, it’s a good sign.” 
Tony passes me a beer. “Whatever it is, my wife will buy it. Whenever I mention Amelia, she asks when her next book is coming out. She’s got a built-in fan base if she decides she wants to release another book.” 
“What about the two of you?” I point to Jordan and Eli. “No opinions?” 
Jordan shrugs. “I’m just hoping it’s good because if you start moping again, we’re stuck with you with no escape.” 
Eli laughs. “My thoughts exactly. Regardless of what Mel writes on those pages, we all know she loves the fuck out of you. Whatever shit you’re going through right now is just a blip in your relationship. The one thing I know for sure is that Amelia Triton-Greyson was meant to be a Weston. Take that how you choose.” 
He’s building off our conversation from last night, and I take the opening. “After dinner, we all need to put our heads together. When we get back, I’m going to ask Mel to marry me.” 
“About fucking time!” Wyatt exclaims, and the rest of them concur. 
Warren leans forward, eyes alight with excitement. “What do you need our help with?”
“See, you’re such a closet romantic,” Sam teases, and Warren blushes. 
“It’s not that, but we all know Sawyer isn’t the most … well-versed in love.” 
“Good save,” Darren quips, and I toss a napkin at him. 
“Besides,” Warren adds, “I’ve known Amelia since she was a little girl, and after reconnecting, I feel like I owe it to Joey and Iris to make sure she’s okay and to help make this special if I can. This time, she’s going to get those fifty years of marriage she deserves.” 
I couldn’t agree with him more. 
While Mac and Jordan are cleaning up from dinner, I get an email from Mel. 
Hey, 
I miss you. I didn’t think I would miss you this much, but I do. The house is lonely without you guys, and tonight is the perfect night for wine, fire, and cuddling. Your mom is here now; thanks for sending her my way. She’s always a comfort when I’m stressed, but you already know that. Writing this book makes me feel like I’m in a dark, padded room trying to find my way to solid ground. It’s hard, so fucking hard, but the only way out is through, right? I’m working my way through for you, for me, and for us. I love you, too. Come home to me safely.

 





Her words are like a dagger through my heart and a warm hug all at the same time. I fucking hate she feels trapped in the darkness, but she’s trying to fight for us, and I couldn’t be happier about that if I tried. Knowing she loves and misses me is the icing on the cake. Her email has my determination in full gear. I’m going to figure out the best way to ask her to be my wife, and when she says yes, I’m never doing anything this risky or stupid again. I will drop to my knees and beg at her feet before I ever leave the house angry in the future. 

After dinner, we’re all gathered in the living room. A fire is burning, Sam and Warren are enjoying a bottle of wine, and Darren has poured whiskey and tequila for everyone else. 
“A toast …” Darren lifts his glass, and the rest of us follow. “To Sawyer, for finally pulling his head out of his ass and realizing it’s time to put up or shut up.” 
“Haha,” I reply dryly as I drink with the rest of them. 
“I’m not sure I ever thought I’d see the day,” Mac muses. “Do you know how many women I’ve had to throw out of his room?” 
“We know,” Wyatt quips. 
“Those were some good days. Don’t knock it till you try it.” Darren smiles fondly. 
Groaning loudly, Wyatt replies, “Says he who actually put a sign on the bus that said, ‘If this bus is rockin’ don’t come a-knockin.’” 
“Damn straight! Like I said, good times.” Darren tosses back a shot and refills his glass. 
“You guys are lucky. I miss having bandmates to fuck off with like this, but then again, we were never as close as you guys seem to be.” 
I’ve never asked Eli about his band because I had a feeling it was a sore subject, but that doesn’t stop Darren from taking the leap. “What the fuck was all that about anyway? One day you were the biggest pop sensation out there, the next, Eli Watts was a solo artist.” 
“I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors.” 
Wyatt shakes his head. “Dude, you should know that no self-respecting artist ever listens to rumors.” 
“Or journalist, for that matter,” Warren tosses in. “That’s how we ended up with Belle and Slammed. Even though Slammed falls under SOS, Sam had nothing to do with us choosing Belle. That was all research and integrity on her behalf.” 
Eli refills his glass before answering. “There isn’t much to say. We were five guys from the U.S. who could sing and dance. Our label was our puppet master. We all got along well enough and check in with each other every so often, but there won’t be any reunions in our future. Out of the five of us, I was the only one could play an instrument, who could write music, and who didn’t blow through his money the second it hit my bank account.” 
“What was the last straw?” Jordan asks. 
“When it came time to renew our contract, I wasn’t in a great headspace. It was about a year after Mel and I broke up and I’d spent that entire year writing music. That was also the year Joey died. I took his death hard. He was Mel’s dad, but fuck, that man was a good friend of mine. He mentored me and spent time with me. Hell, maybe that’s why I’m so into helping Shawn, paying it forward I guess.” 
“You left your band because of Joey?” Now it’s my turn to step in and ask, but part of me is still in awe he had a relationship with the guy. I’ve always idolized Joey, and I was pretty pissed I never got to meet him, especially now. 
“No, I just had a snowball effect that year, and I wasn’t feeling being part of a boy band anymore. I was almost twenty and the guys in my band were only in it for a paycheck. Things got tense, two of them were in a relationship and one of them was quite the homophobe. Then, Darius knocked up three girls in less than a year. He and I are the closest, and it was a bad scene for him. He needed to get out and figure himself out before he had more kids or worse. Breaking up the band was the best thing I ever did. Maybe if we’d been close like you guys, I would have thought differently.” 
The room falls silent. No wonder Mel and Eli were close and she toured with him. It sounds like she and Darius were his only friends. That would suck in a touring situation even though I’ve heard similar stories more often than not. 
“Seriously, I didn’t mean to fuck up the vibe. You guys asked, and I answered. Can we get back to what we’re supposed to be doing? How do you want to propose to Mel, Sawyer?” 
“Last night, Eli made me realize I’ve been asking a lot of Mel without giving her anything in return. I just assumed she knows I want to marry her and build a life. We’ve talked about kids and family enough, but I’ve never actually made any concrete promises to her. That changes now.” 
“About fucking time,” Jordan calls out to a chorus of laughter. 
“Yeah, yeah, I know. Here’s what I’m thinking. Anyone ever watch The Dating Game?” 
Wyatt, Darren, Jordan, and Tony all laugh, but Tony is the one who speaks up. “Only all the time because you used to watch the reruns on cable.” 
“Sawyer did? Mr. Anti-Relationship?” Mac teases good naturedly. 
“All the time,” Jordan confirms. “In his defense, he thought it was hilarious that people who didn’t know dick about each other would go on T.V. show and try to win prizes.” 
“Which is true, and yesterday Darren asked me a question. What would Mel say if someone asked her if she loved me? It got me thinking. I’ve been a lot of talk and not a lot of action. I want her to know I acted before we ever got home. So here’s what I’m thinking, and I’m going to need all of your help to pull it off.” 
Over the next few hours, we put our heads together. The plan is to go home tomorrow if the roads clear instead of staying that extra day. The guys are going to go back to the house with me so everything will look normal, and once they leave me, they’ll go to the house by the creek and set up everything I need to propose to Mel, including all the cards we made tonight. 
For the first time, I’m glad I let Rory and her friends use the house to prepare for a rally last year. They left all the poster boards and supplies in the closet. Even if she’s mad at us, Rory just helped me pull off my proposal to Mel. Maybe someday, if we get past our riff, I’ll tell her. 
As I’m about to crawl into bed, my phone rings. 
“Is everything all right, Mom?” 
“Calm down, Sawyer, everything is fine. I just wanted to talk to you for a minute.” 
I know that tone. She’s about to butt into my life, but she wouldn’t be my mom if she didn’t do it every once in a while. 
“Okay, what’s up?” 
“Honey, I read Mel’s story. I just finished the first set of pages.” 
Wow … I’m surprised she let her read them. 
“I’m sorry, Mom.” 
“Sawyer, that’s why I’m calling. No matter how old you get, you’re always going to be my son. Nothing within these pages is going to change that, nothing. I’m sorry I didn’t talk to you sooner. I knew you had feelings for Mel the first time you mentioned her to me. The same way I knew Noah did as well. Perhaps I should have talked to you both back then and brought your issues to light. I’ve always wondered if anything would be different if I had.” 
I can’t stand the sadness in her voice. 
“It wasn’t your responsibility, Mom. We’re grown men, and we had to work it out. It was … God, Mom, at times it was really difficult, but ever since we lost Noah, I know I wouldn’t change a thing. Maybe I would have been nicer, made more of an effort to not be so moody, but I’d never change the two of them. Imagine if we didn’t have Nate or Mel in our lives. However, it all happened the way it was supposed to. Except for losing Noah … I’ll never understand that.” 
“Noah would say that was fate. None of us like it, but your brother did the best he could to prepare in case his worst fears came to fruition. There isn’t a day that passes I don’t miss him, but I also thank God for keeping you here with us. Someone on the other side knew losing two children in the same crash would have irrevocably changed me.” She pauses, and I wonder if she’s crying. 
“Losing Noah didn’t change you?” 
“Of course, it did. I work hard each day to push through, and I do it for all of you. Mostly, I do it for Noah because I know it’s what he would want. With both of you gone, Sawyer, I don’t think I’d have the will to fight. Now, this conversation is turning morbid and depressing, and that’s not at all why I called.” 
I chuckle lightly, mostly to ease her pain. “Are you still at the house?” 
“I am, Mel had a rough night. Tomorrow is going to be difficult for her.” 
“Why?” 
Mom sighs, and I can picture her looking out her window at the ocean. She loves our house almost as much as Noah did. “She left off at the crash tonight before she cried herself to sleep. I haven’t read her new pages, she hasn’t offered them to me yet, but if you didn’t get them, that’s probably why. Between the wine and her grief, she passed out.” 
Dammit. What I wouldn’t give to drive home right now. If it weren’t for the road closures, I would. “I should have never left.” 
“If you want my opinion, I think you did the right thing. Mel loves you, and she’s fighting for you and for the family I think she envisions with you. I’ll make sure she’s okay, and I’ll stay here until you get home. Your dad loved that photo of you and Nate fishing you sent earlier; he said it was the highlight of his week. He’s sorry he couldn’t be there, but he wanted to be here for Diane.” 
Thinking of our fishing adventure brings a smile to my face. I hope it’s the first of many adventures together. “It’s okay, Mom. I know he wanted to come. Next time, we’ll all make a weekend out of it and take the boat out.” 
“That sounds like a plan,” she says with a yawn. 
“Hey, Mom … so you really could tell I had feelings for Mel way back then?” 
She laughs. “I could tell, but I’m not sure anyone else could. Even reading Mel’s pages, I’m not sure she even recognized there was something special between the two of you. Her words brought it all home for me.” 
“And you’re not upset at any of it?” 
“No, and let me tell you why. For some reason, people are conditioned to think love is something you can do or not do at will. In my eyes, that couldn’t be further from the truth. Nothing in the world is more natural than love. Sure, some lines shouldn’t be crossed, but sometimes, even when you know it’s wrong, nothing that can stop the feeling. I like to think people find love on a cellular level, that you’re drawn to people you’re compatible with, maybe even your soul mate from past lives. The only thing I know for sure is, love will find you when you least expect it and you never even have to be looking for it.” Mom yawns again, and when I see it’s after two in the morning, I understand why. 
“Get some sleep, Mom. Thank you for the advice and for staying with Mel. Most of all, thanks for loving me, even though I’m a fuckup most of the time.” 
That earns me a genuine belly laugh from her. “I don’t think it’s quite that drastic, but even if you were a fuckup, I created you. How could I not love you? As Nate gets older, you’ll understand.” 
Her words silence me, and I have no idea how to respond. I know she wants me to raise Nate, but I never expected her to consider me his parent. She speaks again as if she’s reading my mind. 
“Biology doesn’t make a parent, Sawyer. I know a thing or two about raising a sibling’s child. It took me a long time to come to terms that Jordan is as much mine as he was Carol’s. He might be my nephew, but he’s one hundred percent my son. You are just as much Nate’s father as Noah, and don’t let anyone take that away from you.” 
“Goodnight, Mom. I love you.” I barely choke out the words as tears sting my eyes. I’d never really thought about what she and dad went through. Jordan was seven when he came to us, and he was emotionally damaged. My parents never hesitated to step in. Now that I think about it, there was a lot of arguing between Mom and Javier’s side of the family over custody. 
“I love you too.” 
After hanging up with Mom, I check my email and find one from Mel. She must have been wrecked when she sent it because it simply says, “Part Two.”
I reply back with a link to “Hard Love” by NeedToBreathe and then dive into her pages. 
 




Home is Where the Heart Is
After waking up later than I wanted to, I grab a cup of coffee and email Mel all the things I should have said to her before. Maybe it’s easier now that I’ve read the second part of her story and understand more about her feelings. Or maybe it’s because I’ve made up my mind and I’m ready to show her how serious I am about the two of us. Whatever the case may be, I open my heart in my 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.
 





After I send the message, I find out the guys have packed up most of our stuff. Darren notices me looking around and comes to sit with me. 
“I got your text this morning that you’d be up late because you were reading Mel’s pages. We thought we’d get things ready in case they open the roads. It looks promising for later this afternoon. The sun is out, and the snow is starting to melt. How was the rest of her story?”
“It’s not over, and I would like to get back as soon as possible. She’s writing about the crash today and everything since. This could make or break us, Darren.” 
“Nothing is going to break you two,” he says as my phone chimes with her incoming 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 all of us. 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.

 
My heart feels a thousand pounds lighter after reading her email. We’re going to be okay. If only I can get home today, we’ll be engaged before the end of the night. At least, that’s my hope. 
“I’m guessing by that grin on your face, everything is good?” 
I look across the table at Darren and nod. “Yeah, everything is going to be okay.” 
“Told ya,” he says while Nate runs in squealing. 
“Daddy Sawyer! Uncle Eli’s a monster.” As Eli rounds the corner, Nate launches into my arms laughing like crazy. 
“Uh-oh, are we going to have to tell Mommy that Uncle Eli is a monster?” 
Nate’s expression grows solemn as he nods. “We save Mommy from the monster.” 
Eli bends down, scoops Nate out of my arms, and covers him with kisses and raspberries on his belly. “I’m not a monster! You’re the monster!” 
“No, I not, you are!” Nate squeals as Eli runs around with him. The whole scene makes me miss Noah something fierce. 
“Can you guys keep an eye on him? I’m going to read the rest of these pages and catch up until she either sends me more or we get the okay to head home.” 
“We’ve got him, Sawyer, go do your thing,” Eli says as he pretends to be an airplane and flies Nate out of the room. 

I’m about three-quarters of the way through Mel’s new pages when Wyatt comes to my room. “Let’s go get your girl. The roads are clear.” 
I’ve barely closed my computer, and everyone is already locking up the house and loading up the cars. I shoot Mel a quick text with “On the Road Again” by Willie Nelson and toss Darren the keys to my truck. 
Reading about the accident is fucking with my emotions, and I can’t read while I drive anyway. 
The plan is for Warren and Sam to head to the store for strings of white lights and extension cords and start hanging them up. Everyone else is coming back to the house with me before heading over to help them. That will allow Wyatt to drop off Jake with Anna too. 
Once I finish reading and close my laptop, Darren flips on the radio. I quickly send Mel the link for “1000 Times” by Sara Bareilles, hoping she’ll understand I finished the pages she sent me. Almost immediately, she replies. I didn’t want to pull her away from her writing, but if she’s paying attention to her phone, she must be expecting to hear from me. When I open the link, it’s “Your Arms Feel Like Home” by 3 Doors Down. I’m so anxious to get home, I can barely stand it. I hate that I left her and put her through this, but there is this huge part of me that is beyond excited to know where our road is going to lead us after tonight. I’m also scared, apprehensive and freaked out. Never in a million years did I think I’d propose to her this soon, but Eli was right. There is never going to be a perfect time, and if I continue to let moments pass us by, I’m just wasting time we can never reclaim. 
Darren’s inner drummer makes his appearance as he pounds a beat on the steering wheel. “This is what we should have been singing on the way up.” He turns up the radio, and I start singing along with “Only You” by Parson James. 
Upbeat music is exactly what I should have been playing, not the sad, depressing stuff I got lost in, the same stuff Mel loses herself in so easily. Maybe I should start doing some songwriting, make it a new goal to put some happier words back into the world. 
As we get closer to home, Darren has me shoot Veronica a text to let her know we’re almost there. She’s going to drop Cadence at the house for us. 
“Relax, Sawyer, we’re going to be there in less than five minutes,” Wyatt reassures me from the back seat. I keep shifting around in my seat, but I can’t help it. I’ll feel better when I see her. 
When we finally pull up in the driveway, she’s standing in the doorway talking to Veronica, and I can finally exhale. We’re here, and she’s here, and soon enough I’m going to try to put a ring on her finger. 
 Jordan pulls in right behind us, and after I get out of the car, I get Nate out of his seat. We’re standing off to the side of the car talking last-minute details to Eli and J when Nate sets his eyes on Mel. He points and squirms until I finally put him down and he runs straight for her arms.
I close the distance between us as they talk. Mel’s eyes are alight with excitement, her love for Nate shining through. His attention is fleeting though. 
 “Go ahead, get Cadence, I know you probably missed her more than me,” she says with a smile as Nate runs to his best friend. 
“It’s okay, Princess, I missed you enough for both of us.” 
She stands, and the instant her eyes meet mine, I pull her into my embrace. Her body melds to mine, and I finally feel at ease, at home, and it doesn’t matter what happens with the house anymore. Wherever Amelia Weston is, that’s where I want to be. 
“I’m so fucking sorry, Mel. I should have never done that to you.” 
Through tear-filled eyes, she looks up at me. “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.” 
My mouth captures hers in an eager kiss. The clearing of a throat interrupts us, and I pull back. There are too many people in this house right now to do all the dirty things I’d like to do to her. 
“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.” 
As soon as I let her go, Eli swoops her into his arms. “Hey, baby girl, I’ve missed you.” 
“I missed you too, Eli,” she murmurs against his chest. 
“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.” 
Eli bumps my shoulder, and Mel rolls her eyes at us. “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.” 
His tone changes when she mentions Rory, and I know there’s still some underlying tension and perhaps a bit of sexual frustration too. I haven’t quite figured it out yet, but I will in time. 
“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.” After a kiss to her cheek, Eli ducks out and takes off so they can go meet up with Warren and Sam at the house. 
“Well, on the plus side, you know he’s got our back.” I move closer to her as she watches him walk away. 
“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.” 
Right now, I only want to hug Mel. As I pull her close, she sighs contentedly. “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,” she says, hugging me tighter. 
“I missed you, Mel, and I can’t apologize enough for what I put you through.” 
“I missed you too.” 

The more her book progresses, the happier I become. My pride for her is at an all-time high. This wasn’t an easy journey for her to take and she not only did it alone but in the matter of a few short days. 
As I’ve been reading, I kept thinking back to when we argued before I left and she wanted me to understand I’ve never been in second place with her. I’m not sure there is anything she could have said to ever get me to believe that. I’ve had these issues since I was a kid, and maybe Darren is right—it’s more about competition than being second-best. Regardless, within the pages of her story, I’ve come to understand how she feels about me and how she felt about Noah. 
The way her love flows through her words is astonishing. I believe her now, and I know nothing about the two of us was ever easy for her. We were complicated from the beginning, and we’re even more complicated now, but our love is as pure as two people can find. We both have insecurities and doubts, but we’ll continue to overcome them together. I don’t even care about all the other details anymore, the things that bothered me so much before we left. We can live with Noah’s room the way it is because I understand her conflict now, and I’m angry at myself for not being more sympathetic to her feelings sooner. 
“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.” She puts hers down, and I pass her mine. “Come here.” I lie back on the bed and pull her into my arms. It’s been weeks since I’ve held her like this. I don’t ever want to have her out of my reach that long again. Her hair blocks her eye, and I want to see all of her. As I brush it aside, I kiss her softly. 
“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.” 
She exhales a sigh of relief, and I kiss her again. 
“You know how you doubted my love for you was real until Wyatt told you his story?”
“I wouldn’t say doubted,” she hedges carefully. “More worried it was a subliminal love.”
If anyone had asked before Veronica’s wedding, I would have said I was an open book to Mel. In the past few days since I blew up at her, I’ve realized that isn’t true. But I want it to be, and I’m going to start now. 
“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.” 
With a sigh, I brush my lips against hers again. “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?” she asks nervously. 
Those were difficult to read, and I felt a little shady as I skimmed over them, but I had to read them because I had to know Noah was loved as deeply and completely by her as I am. Amelia loves both of us with her whole heart, but there are subtle differences in our love. Neither one of us was loved better or worse; we just seem to bring out different parts of her heart and soul. Realizing that made everything click into place for me. We’re twins, after all. It makes sense I got traits he didn’t and vice versa. Understanding that gives me clarity in regard to loving the same women. It’s as if Noah and I created a whole, and that’s why we appealed and attracted the same women so often. Both of us were great alone, but where he was the romantic, I’ve got more of a sexual dark side, and where he was always loving and generous, I’ve always been protective and kept my defenses up. 
Hopefully, I can explain this to her in a way that proves I understand and accept all of it. 
“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 stream down her cheeks, but her eyes are lit up with love. 
For me. 
“So you understand now that you never were and never could be second-best?” The desperation in her tone is unmistakable. She needs me to give her closure on this part so we can move forward. 
“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.”
I tighten my grip around her and rub her back in gentle circles. She’s not the only one who will get lost in memories of Noah. If we’re lucky, maybe we can get lost in them together. 
“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.” 
This is my chance, and I flash her my sexy smile. “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.” 
She hops up and pops a kiss on my lips before reaching down to get our computers. “It’s a date, Weston. One more chapter and I’m all yours.” 
Before Mel gives her last chapter to me, she takes me to Noah’s room. To say I’m surprised is an understatement. I glance around the barren room filled with boxes. She did all of this for us. Now more than ever I’m glad the guys are over at the house setting things up. I’m not sure she would have believed me that I had it planned even if I’d only waited another day. 
Part of me is waiting for the other shoe to drop. Everything at the present moment seems too good to be true. Then again, Mel and I have fought like hell to get here, and if anyone deserves for things to go smoothly, it’s us. 
“Why?” I finally manage to ask as I look around the room. 
“Because I’m head-over-heels in love with you, Sawyer Weston, and because it was time.” That was not the answer I was expecting, but it’s one I’m grateful to hear. 
“What are you doing with it all?” 
She steps closer to me. “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.”
That seems like a lot to put on a kid, but it’s the perfect solution. Nate was only a few hours old when he lost Noah; it makes sense she’d want to give him a chance to have Noah’s things. It will make Rory happy, and I can’t help but wonder if Mel thought of that as well. 
“I can’t believe you did this all by yourself. What about these?” I motion to the desk where she has stacks and stacks of framed photos and photo albums. 
“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.” She turns to me and caresses my cheek. “Believe me when I say, hurting you is the last thing I ever want to do.” 
My fingers dance across one of their wedding photos. I’d never deny a photo of Noah in my home. It doesn’t matter if they were together, he’ll always be my brother and I’ll always want his presence around me. They’re two of my favorite people, and even when I was envious, I was also in complete awe of their romance. Besides, even if he wasn’t my brother, a child’s parents should always have pride of place in the home where they grow up. Divorced or widowed, children should never question they came from love. 
“Will there be photos of the two of us on said walls?” 
She wraps her arms around me and pulls me close. I’ll never get tired of this feeling. “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.” 
She couldn’t have said anything more perfect if she tried. As I pull her mouth to mine, she immediately opens for me. It dawns on me we’re kissing in Noah’s room, and although she’s not pushing me away, I pull back, trying to respect the promise I made to her long ago. 
“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.” 
My mind works hard to wrap around everything she just said. She wants to make a home with me. It takes all my self-control not to pull her to my car this instant and ask her to be my wife. I no longer a doubt she’s ready for the next step, and I’m ready to see what the rest of our lives will bring. 
“I love you, Amelia Weston.” 
“I love you too, now go read that last chapter so you can take me where you wanted to.”
 




New Beginnings
The night Mel agreed to marry me was one of the best nights of my life. Because of her story, the whole family was on board, even my dad. I’m not sure he was ever against us. I think it was more like Rory—he felt like someone should be defending Noah’s memory. He came by the day after I proposed and congratulated us. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind he meant it. 
The next few months flew by as we designed our house. We hadn’t talked about the wedding too much because we were basking in our happiness. It wasn’t until Mel was about four months pregnant with Noelle that we had a serious discussion about the wedding. We’d just had sex, and I was rubbing her belly. I was still having a hard time wrapping my head around the fact we were actually having a baby, but her stomach had become harder recently, and her breasts were already fuller. It was hard to contain my excitement, even if it was somewhat bittersweet. After all, Noah wasn’t here to share it with. 
It made me appreciate the time I had with him while he was anticipating Nate’s birth even more. My relationship with Noah had grown so much during that time. Whenever I started feeling a bit sad about it, one particular conversation would pop up in my head. 
“Damn, Sawyer, I know Mel’s the one who is pregnant, but I swear this fatherhood stuff is no joke. Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy as can be, but I feel so weighted down with life at the same time.” 
With a furrowed brow, I looked to him. “That’s not a very Noah thing to say. Care to elaborate?” 
“I’ll try, but I think when you’re about to be a dad one day, you’ll understand it more. God, that sounds like such a dad thing to come out of my mouth.” We both got a laugh out of that. “Basically, it’s as if Mel has become my responsibility and that baby inside of her is my responsibility. I know we have Mac and Ryan, but I want to be the one watching over them, protecting them, and tending to their every need. Mel is fiercely independent, and I know I’m bothering her because I’m constantly asking if she needs anything or if she’s feeling all right, but I can’t help it.” 
I’m trying to put myself in his shoes, but it is hard to imagine. Mel is doing all the heavy lifting right now; Noah’s job doesn’t start until the baby comes. Or until Mel is large enough to need help up from chairs and shit. 
“Maybe you’re just overthinking it. You’ve been so stressed out with your recent fears, it’s probably just making you feel the need to be a bit more responsible than normal.” 
“Maybe you’re right. One day, when you find a woman and settle down, you’ll have to let me know if this is a Noah thing, or if this is one of those fatherhood things that no one ever talks about.” 
“Deal.” I tossed an arm around his shoulder and pulled him in for a quick hug. “Whatever the answer is, you’re going to be the best dad, Noah. Your kid is going to be lucky to have you.” 
“Us, he’s going to be lucky to have us. We’re a pair, Sawyer, and we always have been. Besides, I might need you to help us out with some of those three a.m. feedings. Especially if I ever want to have sex with my girl again the first year or two.” 
“Always happy to be your wingman and help you get laid. You missed enough of your sexual prime and need to catch up before it runs out.” 
Noah shoves my shoulder. “I don’t feel like I missed out on anything. Mel was worth the wait.” 
Mel snaps her fingers in front of my face. “Where were you just now?” 
“Sorry, I was remembering a conversation I had with Noah.”
Her tender gaze meets mine. “Care to share?” There isn’t anything I won’t share with her these days. Once I’ve caught her up on my memory, she squeezes my hand. “Was he right? Is it a fatherhood thing? Or was it a Noah thing?” 
“It’s a fatherhood thing, or maybe a Weston thing. Who knows? Maybe I’ll ask Darren. All I know is, I’d give my life to protect that baby inside you and we don’t even know the sex yet.” 
“I think it’s a girl,” she confesses softly. I think it’s a girl too.
“Any particular reason?” 
“Gut instinct? Plus, I’ve had killer morning sickness, and I never had that with Nate. It’s only a guess, but I can’t shake the feeling.” 
“Me either,” I admit before kissing the top of her head. “I’ve been thinking if we do find out it’s a girl, we should consider Noelle for a first or a middle name.” 
“Noelle …” She repeats it a few times before nodding excitedly. “Like Noah and Belle?” 
“Exactly. I’ve been thinking about it a lot. It feels right to honor our two favorite people by naming one of our little people after them, doesn’t it?” 
“More than anything, but you know what else feels right?” She caresses my cheek.
“Hmm …” I murmur, thinking about round two right about now. 
“Planning our wedding. It’s time we talk about it, Sawyer.” She holds her ring in front of her face and smiles. 
“I’m open to the discussion whenever you are, Mel. I just wanted to give you time to acclimate to the idea, and with the baby coming and the house, I know it’s been a lot.” 
She props herself up on my chest and looks at me. “Thank you for being considerate of my feelings, but I think we should start planning unless you’ve decided you don’t want to get married or you want a long engagement?” 
“Are you kidding me?” I maneuver us so we’re side by side and I can look her in the eyes while she’s wrapped in my arms. “You said yes, Princess, it’s a done deal. I’m never letting go of you now.” 
Her smile lights up the room. “Well then, how soon do you want to get married, Sawyer?” 
Right fucking now. 
“That all depends on what kind of wedding you want. We could get married down at the courthouse tomorrow if you’d like.” 
Her bottom lip puckers into a fierce pout. “Is that what you want?” Her whispered words are laced with sadness. 
“I don’t know … Mel, I just …” 
“I’m not your dirty little secret, and I won’t be treated like one.” 
Ouch. 
She tries pulling out of my embrace, but I pull her closer. We are not going to argue, especially not over what should be the happiest day of our lives. “Hey now, you know that isn’t what I think at all. You’ve already done this, and I’m trying to be sensitive to your feelings about that.” 
“Sawyer,” she says, brushing her hand across my cheek, “I’m in love with you, and I want us to live the rest of our lives without any regrets and minimal guilt. We’ll figure out a way to have a big family wedding that is uniquely ours. In the end, I couldn’t take that joy away from Noah. I most definitely won’t take it away from you or your family, not after everything we’ve all been through the past few years.” 
“Are you sure?” 
I’m so relieved to hear her say that. I never really thought we’d have a big wedding. I couldn’t let myself even begin to imagine it being a possibility, not after she had a big Weston bash already. 
“I’ve never been surer of anything in my life. With Noah, I was in such a strange place in my life. Don’t get me wrong, I loved him with every fiber of my being, but I’d been scared for so long. Scared of love, of letting people into my life, and from the first day it was like our relationship was in fast forward and I was constantly running to catch up. It was exhilarating and amazing but scary and confusing at times.” 
“And now?” I ask, afraid to even exhale at what she may be thinking. 
Leaning forward, she brushes her lips over mine. “And now … I’ve matured, and I’ve come to realize that, while time is precious, life doesn’t have to be a race. One of the biggest blessings of my life has been falling in love with you, Sawyer Weston. We always had a spark, but our story is one best lived slowly. I relish every second with you, and I cherish each moment we’ve spent with each other. I’ve learned to hold on to these moments and lock them away in a special place in my heart. I carry your love with me wherever I go, and we deserve to have a big wedding filled with our loved ones to celebrate.” 
Her words bring a peacefulness to my soul, one I didn’t realize I desperately needed until now. “I’m so fucking in love with you.” 
“And I with you. We’ll make it a day all our own. Noah will always be in our hearts, but even I know he’d want this for us.” 
I’m not sure who sheds a tear first, her or me, but as we each reach to swipe the other’s tears away, it’s another reminder of how completely in sync we are. There will never be another woman who could fill my heart the way she does, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. 

Mel and I decided to wait to get married until after the baby comes. She doesn’t want to be a pregnant bride twice, and I can’t blame her. She wants our wedding to be different than her first, and she simply wants to enjoy herself. Weddings should be fun, and Mel wants to have a few drinks and dance the night away with her husband without swollen ankles and exhaustion kicking her ass. 
Delaying the wedding gives us the best possible outcomes. Now we’ll be able to have Noelle with us and we decided to get married in our new home, truly making it a new beginning for our family. 
We’ve discussed all the ways we can honor Noah and Belle—or if we even want to. Not having my brother at my wedding is weighing heavily on my heart. 
One of the things we decided is to have the wedding at night under the stars in our new backyard. Us Weston kids had some of our best childhood memories in that yard, under the stars, and in the treehouse. It seems fitting the wedding will be somewhere Noah would have been happy and at home. 
Honoring Belle is a little harder. Mel decided to leave her matron of honor spot open, having only bridesmaids instead. Cadence is going to be the flower girl and Nate the ring bearer. Mel and I decided the little things we’re doing to honor them on our day are nothing in comparison to having their kids with us. Noah and Belle’s very essence lives within their children. 
About a month before the wedding, Noelle and I take a road trip. There is something I need to do, and she’s an integral part of my plan. When we arrive, she’s bright-eyed and wide awake. It’s like she knows something important is about to happen. Once I take her out of her car seat, I carry her to meet Noah and Belle. I’ve wanted to do this from the moment they placed her in my arms, but weather got in the way, and her safety came first. Mel wanted her as close to home for the first six weeks as possible. Now that we’re here, I’m not even sure what to say. Balancing flowers and a baby isn’t easy, but I manage to drop each bouquet on their respective graves without making too much of a mess of the flowers. 
“Hey, guys, long time no visit. I’m sorry about that, but I’ve had my hands a bit full lately. I’d like to introduce you both to my daughter, Noelle.” 
Noelle grasps my finger as if she knows I need some reassurance right now. 
“We named her after the two people in our lives that we miss beyond words. I’m almost positive you’re both aware of who she is. It’s like I feel you with us at times, and I hope one day, far in the future, I’ll find out you were with us all along.” 
The wind blows, and I tuck Noelle’s blanket tighter around her. 
“Mel and I wish you two were here to meet your niece. She’s got lots of aunts and uncles, but none of them could ever take your place. Although they’re great in their own rights, they’ll never be you guys.
“By the way, Noah, you were right. It’s definitely a fatherhood thing. I wish more than anything you were here in person for me to tell you that. Not having you there for Noelle’s birth was hard, but not having you there for my wedding next month is going to kill me. The days are easier now, but there still isn’t a day I don’t think of either of you. We’ll forever carry your love in our hearts, and now you both have a new little namesake who will always know how special the two of you were and how lucky she is to be named for both of you.”
When I prop Noelle up in my arms so she can see more than just me, a huge smile spreads across her face. Anyone else would probably say it’s gas, but as I blink back the tears, I know somehow she sees them or feels their love. As a sense of calm comes over me, I realize that’s why I brought her here today. I wanted them to all meet, and I think they just did. 
“Next month, Mel and I are getting married in grandma and grandpa’s old house. We’ve had it remodeled, and we’re making it our home. I’m sure I’ll still come to visit because I’ll never stop missing you, Noah, but if the two of you ever want to know where to find the kids, check the old treehouse first. I’m having it expanded. It’s going to be like a mini mansion for kids in that old oak tree. I had the tree examined, and it’s got the green light to carry the weight and hold up to the new construction. 
“The beach house was great for our twenties and our rock star lives, but the creek house is where you raise a family. I haven’t told anyone yet, but the house next door went up for sale last month, and I bought it. When Darren is ready, or when Cadence wears him down enough because she misses Nate and wants more sleepovers, I’m hoping they’ll move in next door. I think it will be good for them to get a fresh start too. Mel doesn’t even know. I’m hoping it will be a good wedding gift for her. She’s not happy about losing time with Cadence when we do finally move. Now maybe she won’t have to.” 
Noelle begins to fuss, and it’s starting to get cooler. After tucking her pacifier in her mouth, I release a deep breath. 
“It’s time to get your namesake home. I hope you enjoyed meeting our newest addition to the family. We love both of you so much.” 

“How did it go?” Mel asks when we walk in the door. 
“Daddy! Noelle!” Nate runs up and hugs and kisses us. Everything about this little boy brings immense calm to my soul. 
“Hey, Nate, I missed you today. Did you have fun with Grandma Veronica?” Mel and Veronica took the kids shopping today for wedding clothes. 
“Yup, I got shiny shoes, and Cady got a new dress.” 
“Is it a pretty dress?” 
Nate nods. “She’s very pretty.” 
Mel grins down at us, and I wonder if this is where their love story starts. After putting Noelle in her swing, Nate sits on the floor and plays near her. He’s very protective of his little sister. 
“You writing that one down for their story?” I ask as I pull Mel in for a hug. 
“Hm, maybe I should start documenting their story. How cute would it be for them to have it one day if they actually were to get married?”
“I think it would be really special for them to have, and if anyone can pull it off, it’s you.” 
“Sawyer, you’re deflecting. Are you okay?” Concern etches her features, and I kiss her tenderly. 
“I’m fine, it was … as expected. A bit sad, but I feel at peace. I needed to do it, and Noelle smiled this huge smile after I introduced them. Do you think …”
“I’d never discount it. Stranger things have happened, after all.” 
 




Surprise
The afternoon of our wedding rehearsal and family dinner, I carved out some time to spend with Mel before things got too crazy. She thought I was going to be out with Darren, and when I got home, she was in the shower. 
As I was about to join her, I noticed a letter on the desk in our room. Thinking it was a note for me, I took a peek. What I read stopped me in my tracks. 
Dear Noah, 
I’m not sure I thought I’d ever write you a letter like Belle but I’ve been thinking of you a lot lately and figured why not? 
I have never believed in fate the way you did, but I’ve come to second-guess that aspect of myself. I’m still unbelievably heartbroken you’re no longer with us, that the two of us never got those fifty years. Hell, we barely even got one, but it’s one I will always be eternally grateful for. I watch our son grow each day and can’t believe how much of your heart and soul grows within him. He loves to sing, and even though he’s only four, his pitch is pretty perfect. Sawyer is already showing him how to play the guitar, and Nate loves it. One day, it’s going to be my greatest pleasure to pass down your guitars to him. 
If only you were here to watch him grow up. I know the two of you would be inseparable. I miss you so very much, and our family misses you too. All of your brothers have kids now, and they will grow up to be the best of friends, just as you all did. 
Then, there is your niece, Noelle. You would adore her, Noah, and she would adore you. I think it’s as hard on Sawyer as it is on me knowing you’ll never get to meet her. 
God, I miss talking to you. Going to the cemetery is hard, and the closet isn’t an option any longer, but even if it were, Sawyer tends to worry about me when I’m in there. I’m not sure he ever understood there became a point where I just needed to talk to our best friend about things. There are so many things we miss about you, but your friendship is at the top of that list, right below your love. 
At times this is still a strange dynamic, and although I wish more than anything you’d never died, I’ve accepted you’re gone. I’m happy with Sawyer, and I owe my happiness to you. Not only did you give us your blessing but you taught me to love again with my whole heart. By doing that, you allowed me to fall in love with Sawyer, who has taught me loving with my heart isn’t enough, I love him with my entire soul. 
You and I would have gotten there eventually, but I think it’s true what they say. When you love someone, you fall a little deeper in love with them with each passing day. I will always regret that our time was stolen from us. Our marriage would have been timeless, Noah. I’ve been blessed to find love again, and I could never regret the time I’ve been given with Sawyer. I love your brother in a way I never could’ve imagined. Don’t tell him because I’ll never live it down, but he makes me believe in romance. The man I met that night at The Greek and the man I’m about to marry has had a complete evolution. The moody and cocky Sawyer is still there, but the partner and father Sawyer has become is present most of the time now. 
Sawyer loves Nate as his own but never allows your memory to fall into the shadows. Sawyer loves Nate as his nephew, as his son, and as the part of you he still gets to hold on to. If anyone misses you more than I do, it’s Sawyer. We understand each other. At times, we experience random sad moods when we’re missing you and guilt rears its ugly head. But we’ve gotten better about talking it out so we don’t end up with hurt feelings. 
I guess what prompted my letter to you today is that Sawyer and I are getting married tomorrow. Noah, I’m happy. Part of me feels like I should be feeling guilty, but I don’t, I can’t, not when Sawyer is everything right in my world. He brought me back to life, he walked side by side with me through the darkest days of our lives, and I know he always will. He’s never given me a single reason to worry about his love. The Sawyer who spent years hooking up with random women only has eyes for me these days. You’d be so proud of him; I’m so fucking proud of him. 
This morning, I realized I had one more task to complete before walking down the aisle. You will always and forever be one of my very best friends, but I have to let you go as my husband. My love for you will never diminish … it’s just shifted. Walking down the aisle to Sawyer tomorrow wouldn’t feel right in my heart if I didn’t acknowledge this change. He deserves someone who can love him first and foremost, and he deserves to know he’s not living in the shadows of my heart. Because of your videos, I’m no longer worried about being with him. Your encouragement, love, and forgiveness brought both of us an immense amount of peace. 
One day, I will see you and Belle again, and I can’t wait to catch up with you guys. There will be lots of stories to tell when that day comes. I’m sorry our future was snatched away from us, but I promise you, we will live each day for us as well as the two of you. I hope tomorrow, when I become a Weston once again, I’ll feel you and Belle watching over us and giving us your blessing. 
All my love, until we meet again. 
Amelia
 
When Mel’s arms encircle my waist, she startles me. I didn’t even hear her come out of the shower. I was so lost in the beauty of her words, reality slipped away for a moment. 
“Hey,” she says softly, and I put the letter on the desk. 
“I’m sorry, I didn’t realize what it was.” I try to blink back the tears before I face her, but it’s not working. 
She moves around me, hugging me from the front this time. “It’s okay. I left it there for you to read. No secrets between us anymore, remember?” 
“Are you … Did you mean it when you said you’re letting him go? Because you don’t have to, Mel, not for me.” 
She stretches on her tip-toes and brings our mouths together, kissing me deeply. “It’s true, Sawyer,” she says as we part. “I realized it a while ago. The way I love you is so complete that I’d already let him go. I just hadn’t recognized it or accepted it. This letter is a way to give myself some forgiveness and perhaps some closure. I’ll always love Noah, but the only man I’m in love with is you.” 
My heart feels like it’s about to explode, but I know I can never be him. 
“Amelia, as much as I’d like to, I can’t ever promise you a fairy tale. We both know they don’t come true. But I’ll give you every piece of my heart and then some for as long as I live.”
“Sawyer, fairy tales are overrated. They’re mostly horror stories that were resurrected with happy endings to make money. I’ve never needed a fairy tale, I only need your love.” 
“You’ve got that and more, Princess, for now and always.” 
She drops her towel to the floor. “Then the rest is details. We’ll write our ending as we go. Each day will be a new page of our story. If we stumble or fuck up, we’ll start a new page the next day, and all will be right with our world.” 
“I fucking love you, Amelia Weston.” 
“That’s a good thing because as soon as you’re naked, I’m going to climb on top of your body and show you just how much I love you … and your cock.” 
Within seconds, I’m naked and on our bed. Those gorgeous hazel eyes of hers rake over my body slowly. When they land on my dick, she licks her lips, and the indecision flickers in her gaze. 
“Are you trying to figure out if it’s going to fit? I promise you, Princess, you can take it.” 
She cracks up, and I flash her a smirk. “Asshole. All I was trying to figure out is where I wanted you more, in my mouth or buried between my legs.” 
“We could always go for option three … that ass.” 
“Off the table, not before the wedding,” she says as she climbs my body before pausing to slide a condom on me. Going back to condoms sucks, but we’re definitely not ready for another baby just yet. 
“Are you playing the virginal bride? That could be kind of hot.” 
As she slides down onto my length, I grip her hips. “Virginal, obviously not. I just want to be able to sit on my ass without wincing and everyone knowing why.” 
“Fine, I’ll give you that, but if you think they’re not all fucking in the—”
“Sawyer, shut up and kiss me.” 
Our bodies move together in a familiar rhythm, and when our tongues meet, she whimpers into my mouth. She rides me harder, and I pull her as close to me as I can while lowering my hands to her breasts, but our mouths remain fused. One of Mel’s favorite way to come is with my tongue in her mouth, but my tongue in her pussy is a close second. 
“My God.” She speeds up her movements and clenches around me. It’s only a matter of time before she goes over the edge. I pinch her nipple, and she cries out, “Sawyer, yes!” And when I do it again a second time, she tugs my lip ring between her teeth and I sit up while she rides me. The shift in position gives me better access to her neck and her ear. Moving my lips to the shell of her ear, the pulsing around my cock increases. 
“Come on, Princess. Let me feel you come all over my cock.” 
“Sawyer,” she whimpers softly. 
“Nah, Princess. You can do better. Scream my name, and when you do, I’m going to come inside your sweet fucking pussy.” 
“Sawyer!” she screams as she rides me, fingers scratching my back, her mouth taking mine in hers as she rides the wave of her orgasm while I drown in her desire. 
“Fucking hell, Princess,” I nip her ear as I come down from our sexual high. 
“I love you, Sawyer, and I have a surprise for you tonight. We’ll call it your wedding present, and I can’t wait to give it to you.” Excitement dances in her eyes. 
 “Well, whatever it is, if it makes your eyes light up like that, I hope I get to keep it forever.” 
“Uh no, it’s temporarily on loan. You’ll have to figure out other ways to light me up.”
“I’m sure I can think of a few,” I answer as I pull her into a kiss and, hopefully, round two. 

Dinner has been over for a while, and my parents, Diane and Rob, Veronica, and all the kids are now gone. We had dinner in the backyard of the beach house, and Mel had a little stage set up for everyone to give their speeches. No one even used it; we were all too busy having a good time to worry about speeches and shit. 
The whole night has been perfect except Eli keeps stealing glances at Rory, and she keeps sneaking glances at Darren. I’m not sure what the dynamic is there, but I know Darren isn’t one bit interested in my sister. And he never will be if he knows what’s good for him. 
“I still can’t believe my best friend is getting married tomorrow.” 
Anna waddles to my side, and I pull her into a hug. “Well, I can’t believe you’re about to have baby number two. Just don’t let him interrupt the ceremony tomorrow. The reception I can handle, but I don’t want to wait any longer to get married.” 
“You finally got what you wanted.” 
“What’s that?” 
Anna smiles up at me. “The girl who gives you the good smiles. Take care of each other always and your marriage will last forever.” 
I’m pretty sure we were teenagers when I told Anna the smile theory the first time. “We’ll do that. I love you, Bethie.” 
“I love you too, Sawyer.” 
“Everyone, can I have your attention?” Jordan steps to the stage, and I’m surprised. He likes to stay out of the limelight. Mel joins me, and I wrap my arm around her waist. “Now that the grownups are gone, I feel like I can speak freely.” That earns him a few chuckles from the crowd. It’s strange to think we’re the grownups now. 
“Anyway, we’re all family here, but since I’ve been Sawyer’s brother the longest, I wanted to say a few things. The most awkward but most necessary is a message for you from Noah.” 
Tony gives J a subtle nod, and I wonder how much this is going to make me cry. Mel clutches my hand, and I’m not sure if it’s to give me support or because she needs strength, but I squeeze it right back. 
“Last week, I got a letter from Tony’s office, and inside it was a letter from Noah. I didn’t want to risk something happening to the letter, so it’s in my safe. Forgive me as I read this from my phone.” 
Mac brings two chairs over to Mel and me, and we take a seat. 
Jordan clears his throat and begins. “Dear Sawyer, I bet you wonder what makes you so special that I keep leaving messages all over the place for you. Don’t worry, this is the last one. After this, it would probably start to get creepy. All I want to say is, congratulations. I’m going to keep my speculation to myself as to who the woman who finally stole your heart is because I might be wrong and that could make for a really uncomfortable speech that Jordan has to give.” 
Anna laughs through the tears streaming down her cheeks, and as I look around, everyone seems just as emotional as we are. Mel laces her arm through mine and leans her head on my shoulder, giving me all the comfort I need. 
“I wish I could be there to give this speech myself but since I’m not, here’s what I would say. To the woman marrying my brother, you must be someone special to have captured his heart. Welcome to our family. In case you haven’t already learned, Sawyer can be a bit hot-headed and stubborn. Forgive him. It’s the artist that resides inside him that makes him act a fool at times. Love him as deeply as you can because that’s the only way Sawyer knows how to love and it’s what you’ll always get in return. If you’re not already, become his best friend. Sawyer’s loyalty knows no bounds, and as his oldest best friend, I can guarantee you he may falter at times, but he’ll never let you down.” 
Mel is sobbing, I’m crying, even poor Jordan has tears streaming down his cheeks, but having Noah’s love surrounding us tonight is the best present I could have ever been given. 
“Forgive each other when you want to give up, love each other harder when you feel your anger rise, and talk about everything because the best secrets we can keep are the ones we share with our other half. Sawyer was my other half all my life, and now it’s your turn to take my place. Above all else, be kind to each other and everyone around you. If you do that, maybe the love, kindness, and security that holds the Weston family together will one day rub off on the rest of the world. Congratulations to both of you, and may your every happiness come true.” 
Jordan takes a drink and wipes his eyes as the rest of us collect ourselves. I don’t think there’s a dry eye out here, and I’m thankful J waited until Mom left, although I wish Diane could have heard it. 
“Okay, now I’m going to get real here for a minute since this is already awkward as fuck. We all know Noah knew Sawyer was going to end up with Mel. When this note showed up at my door, I was beyond excited. We’ve all danced around the obvious tonight because the past is sad and a bit of a touchy subject, but if one person was ever meant for two people, Amelia is that person. Tonight, we’re celebrating the happy couple, and because Sawyer is my brother, he probably thinks my toast should be about him. Can we be honest for a minute? We’re all tired of talking about Sawyer, right? 
Everyone laughs and releases some of that emotion. J sure does know how to work a crowd. Maybe he should have been the famous one. 
“All right, everyone, raise your glasses to toast the happy couple but also raise those glasses for Amelia. Thank you, Mel, for loving both of my brothers when they needed you most of all. You’re one of a kind. Thanks for staying in the family. It would have sucked if you would’ve married someone else.” 
Mel cracks up, and Darren tosses a wadded-up napkin at Jordan. “You suck at speeches, dude.” 
“I don’t know, I thought he was kind of on point,” Wyatt quips. 
“Aw, leave J alone. I think he did a great job.” Rory claps, and Eli follows, earning him a beautiful smile from my sister. 
Mel stands and makes her way to the stage as she wipes her cheeks. “Well, that was unexpected. Not Jordan, I knew the speech was coming, but Noah’s contribution. I think that surprise alone would have made Sawyer’s night, but my surprise may top it.” 
“You’re pregnant again?” Warren calls out, and Mel’s eyes widen. 
“Bite your tongue, Uncle Warren, or I might just promote you to grandpa if you curse me again so soon.” 
“I’ll take Grandpa, or even Gramps,” Sam offers and receives Mel’s smile in exchange. 
“Noted. You two decide who is Gramps and who is Grandpa. Your new titles are officially in effect. Now, back to Sawyer. My soon-to-be husband has a fetish for all things dirty. No comments from the peanut gallery, please.” 
I laugh, but I have no idea what in the world she’s got up her sleeve. 
“For a while, there is one person Sawyer has been a fan of, someone he also not-so-secretly wants to get to know on a more intimate level. Mind out of the gutter, I’m not going to be that kind of wife. When we lost Noah, although it seems minor, one of the things we lost was the ability to go back to Utah. It’s too hard, at least it has been, but maybe one day that will change. Unfortunately, since Utah has been off the table, so has Sully’s.” Her eyes meet mine.
“No way,” I say, and she nods. 
“Oh yeah, baby. I may not be able to take you to Sully’s, but I was able to bring Rhymin’ Rieanne to you. Enjoy your wedding present, Sawyer.” 
Ryan brings Rieanne out of the house, and everyone looks as surprised as me. I can’t believe she pulled this off. When Mel comes off the mini stage, I pull her into my lap. “God, I fucking love you.” 
“I know, but you can show me how much later.” 
“Hey, guys, I’m Rhymin’ Rieanne. I just want to say I’m honored to be here.”
What the hell? She sounds normal. Where is the little mousey-voiced chick from the bar? 
“When I got Amelia’s call, I was shocked, but I wasn’t about to turn her down. I’ve always been a Bastards and Dangerous fan and when you all came into my bar that first night, I just wanted to do something funny that might take the visibility off you guys. You probably don’t know this, but Rieanne only comes out to play on nights Bastards and Dangerous are at Sully’s. I’m happy to know I made an impression on you all because you guys always made one on me.” 
That’s crazy. I would have never guessed. Now I’m even more excited to know all about her. 
“Tonight, I’m going to do a little number for you called Bridesmaids. I wrote it just for this occasion.” 
She begins her normal beatboxing, and we’re all immediately sucked into her presence.
 
Always a bridesmaid
Never a bride
Boo hoo hoo 
Why fucking whine? 
Always a bridesmaid 
Means more dick 
In a closet, 
A stairwell, 
Behind the pulpit
Always a bridesmaid 
Yay for me
I’ll fuck him, 
And suck him 
And bring him to his knees
Always a bridesmaid
Oral sex yes, please
The open bar does the trick
And leads to ecstasy
Always a bridesmaid
Means no leash
No ball and chain
To restrict my pussy
Always a bridesmaid 
Means sex with no strings
Just don’t fall for the groomsman
Or you’ll end up with a ring
One thing about a bridesmaid
That isn’t a bride
She has someone to call her one
While you drink alone and cry

 
Rieanne bows and gets a standing ovation with catcalls and whistles. It wasn’t as dirty as some of her stuff, but it was special because she wrote it for us. 
“Congratulations, Mel and Sawyer. Thank you for having me here. Mind if I get out of this costume real quick?” 
Mel rushes her inside, and when they return a few minutes later, I almost don’t believe my eyes. 
“Wow, you’re unrecognizable. Where did my Velma dominatrix go?” 
The pretty blonde in front of me laughs. “Your what?” 
“You’ll have to excuse Sawyer. He’s had so many questions he’s wanted to ask you.” 
I pull Mel close and kiss the top of her head. “One of the times I saw you, you were with this sweet Poindexter kind of guy, and you reminded me of Velma from Scooby Doo. But another time you were dressed sexier and were with this big guy and I kind of pictured you as this dominatrix. With your … interesting lyrics, I always wanted to know your story.” 
“Wow, that’s completely flattering.” We move to the table with our friends, and I introduce her to everyone before she continues with her story. 
“It’s crazy to me that you’re this totally famous guy but you want to know about me. I’m just a girl who owns a bar in the middle of nowhere.” 
“You own Sully’s?” Wyatt asks, as surprised as me. 
“Yup, I inherited it when my parents passed away about twelve years ago. I wasn’t even old enough to run it then, but my aunt helped me get by until I was.” 
“Wow, that’s crazy,” Jordan says, and Rieanne looks at him quizzically. “I inherited a bar from my Uncle. He took me under his wing when I was a teenager and taught me how to run it. My parents died when I was a kid. My aunt and uncle—Sawyer’s parents—raised me after it happened. We’re technically cousins, but he’s my brother, and they’re my parents now. The uncle who left me the bar was my sperm donor’s brother.” 
“That is crazy! What a small world. Also, before we go any further, you guys should know my name isn’t Rieanne. Well, Rieanne is my middle name, but my first name is Aria.”
“I love your name!” Anna exclaims. 
Wyatt reaches over and rubs her belly. “Let’s try for a girl, and we can borrow it.” 
“Not on your life. Two boys is plenty enough kids for the two of us. He thinks he’s going to change my mind, but I don’t think I was meant to have a daughter, and if I ever feel the need for a fix, I’ve got Cadence and Noelle, Saylor, Emme, or Daisy to satiate the need. My cup runneth over already, Wyatt.” 
Wyatt smiles indulgently at her, and even though Anna can be stubborn, I think Wyatt could eventually get his way if he pursues this. I hope he does. I need another Bethie in my world. 
Darren leans closer to Aria. “So who were the guys? Poindexter and the beefcake?” 
With an easy smile, she answers his question. “Poindexter, or as I know him, Max, is my best friend. We tried going out a couple of times, but it wasn’t in the cards for us. Beefcake, a.k.a. Stewart, is an ex, but that’s been over for a long time.” 
“Is there anyone special in your life now?” Mel asks with a quick glance to Ryan who hasn’t taken his eyes off of Aria. 
“Not at the moment. I’ve been busy with the bar. Actually, I’m in the process of deciding if I want to sell it or hire a staff to run it. Your call came in at a good time.” 
“Why? Sully’s is the best?” 
Aria flashes me a beautiful smile. “It’s time to move on. It was fun when we had surprise guests popping in and out, but it’s been a while since that’s happened. It’s a great place for the locals, and that’s why I’m considering keeping it, but I’m ready to begin the next chapter of my life. That’s one of the reasons I came. I wanted to check out some houses while I’m here.” 
“You felt obligated to stay this whole time?” 
Aria turns to Jordan and his date. “Yes, is that how you felt too?” 
“No, my bar saved me time and again. I always knew it’s where I wanted to be. I understand how it must feel, though, if it was never your dream.” 
Wyatt is rubbing Anna’s feet. Poor thing is exhausted, and we’ve still got a big day tomorrow. “We should probably get going,” Wyatt says as Anna yawns. “But I do have a question. Why did you go to such extremes to pull the attention away from us? To make us comfortable?” 
“This is going to be hard for you to believe, but it’s the truth as it’s always been told to me. When I was a little girl, there was a band traveling through, and their bus broke down pretty much right outside of the bar. My parents huddled together and talked, then they went and knocked on the bus. They offered the band a safe haven, a place to come inside and not be treated any differently than any other person in the bar.” 
Aria pauses and looks at Mel, locking eyes on her before continuing. “It was a couple, and they had a little girl. I was a few years younger than her. We were maybe three and five, or four and six … I’m not sure. We played in the back room which was my playroom amongst other things.” 
Mel’s eyes widen, and Aria smiles at the memory. “I only have the vaguest memories from that day. I think mostly what I remember is from hearing the story many times over. It took almost a full day to fix their bus. As the bar filled closer to the evening hours, my dad stood at the door and told everyone, ‘What happens in the bar from this day forward stays at the bar.’ I think he realized sometimes people need a place to be themselves. He meant it too. There was never a time that word ever left the bar when someone famous had been there. It became a safe haven.” 
“It was us,” Mel whispers as she grips my hand. “That bus, it was my parents.” 
Aria nods. “It was. I always wondered what happened to you after they passed away. After your accident, I realized I’d seen you at Sully’s with the band but had no way of knowing it was you back then. I’m sorry you all have gone through so much in the past few years. I can’t imagine how difficult it’s been. I’m happy to see you all finding happiness again.” 
“Thank you,” Mel says sweetly, “We’re in a good place now.” 
“This is crazy,” Darren replies, and I think we all seem to agree. 
“Or maybe it’s fate,” Anna states simply. 
A silence settles around us, and the only sounds are the light music and the ocean lapping against the shore. 
“Well, anyway, Joey and Iris did a sing-along that night, and the bar went wild. Before Joey left the bar, he told my dad he should make it a rule that no one leaves Sully’s without singing a song. The next day, that sign went up over the stage, and it became sort of a karaoke haven. My mom and I came up with some ridiculous themes and songs to sing so on nights when celebrities came in, the crowd would focus on our outrageousness and not focus on the people who were trying to blend in. After my parents died, I went a little overboard, but the first time I ever brought Rhymin’ Rieanne out to play was a night you guys were there. It went over so well that I just kept her up.” 
Mel stands and pulls Aria out of her chair and into a huge hug. “That day was one of the best ones my parents ever had. They talked about it all the time. You have to stay for the wedding tomorrow. Please, say you’ll come. You can stay here, or Ryan can pick you up from the hotel. Whatever you want. If this is fate, you have to stay. Please?” 
Aria looks around bewildered and maybe a tad overwhelmed. 
“Don’t make my Princess sad on her wedding day. Say yes, Aria. We’d love to have you, seriously. It’s the least we can do.” 
“Only if you’re sure?” 
Mel squeals and hugs her again. “Thank you!” 
As soon as Aria takes her seat, Warren and Anna begin asking questions in rapid-fire succession, but I take the opportunity to dance with my girl. I turn up the music before pulling Mel a few feet away from everyone and into my arms. 
“This is crazy, Sawyer. I remember her, that day, everything. How did I never put it all together?” 
Our lips meet, and I lose myself in our kiss. “Memories are complex things, Mel. The important thing is you know now. Maybe her moving here would be a good thing.” 
“Mm, for more than one reason. Ryan can’t keep his eyes off of her, can you tell?” 
“I know the feeling.” 
“Sawyer! Seriously?” 
Damn, she took that wrong. “Settle down, Princess, I’m talking about how I can’t keep my eyes off of you. Aria is a beautiful woman, but you’re the only one my dick rises for.” 
“You’re such a romantic,” she says dryly. 
With a push of a button, I change the song to “I Belong To You” by Jacob Lee, and when she hears the beginning notes, she sighs and leans against me. “Okay, maybe you really are a romantic.” 
“Only for you, Princess. Always.” 
 




Changes
Mel and I had the perfect wedding. Never once did it feel like I was in Noah’s shadow, but I felt him with me the entire time, and I’d never felt more at peace. We opted not to take a long honeymoon. We only took a weekend trip to Santa Barbara. Mel didn’t want to leave the kids too long, and there was a lot to do at the new house. Besides, both of us have spent most of our lives traveling places. There’s something to be said for staying in one place and enjoying the company and the moment more than the novelty of a trip. 
When we arrived home, Darren had just put the kids to bed. Mel was disappointed we missed them, but she also didn’t want to wake them up. 
“Can I talk to you two about something?” Darren asks, and I motion to the couch so we can all sit. As I pass the wall of photos, my heart swells with pride, and I say a silent hello to Noah and Belle. 
“What’s wrong, Darren?” Mel’s concerned tone pulls my attention back to the two of them. 
“Ever since the wedding and your move, I can’t shut off my mind. There’s no easy way to do this, so I’m just going to ask. Mel, I know you have your hands full, and I know Sawyer needs to agree too, but …” 
He runs his hands through his hair, and when he looks back at us, his distress is evident. 
“Tell us, Darren. It can’t be that bad.” 
“You say that now, Sawyer, but I want Mel to be Cadence’s mom. I mean, you know … Belle will always be her mom, but …” 
Mel is already crying, and she leans forward and clutches his hands. When her eyes lock on mine, I nod—she doesn’t even need to ask. Cadence is already a part of our crew, she’s the reason I bought the house next door after all. 
“Darren, I’m happy to play whatever role in Cadence’s life you want me to. I will always be Aunt Mel, but if you want me to step in and take care of all the other stuff, you know it would be my utmost pleasure.” 
“Thank you,” he whispers with tears in his eyes. 
“Of course, but why the sudden freakout? We’re not going anywhere, and I hate to bring this up, but you might meet someone soon who could easily take on this role. I don’t want to step in and take something away from your future wife because if she’s half as good of a mom as Sawyer is a dad to Nate, Cadence will be lucky to have her in her life.” 
He looks between the two of us and exhales. “At your wedding, I looked around at everyone coupled off and happy. I’m not ready for that, and I don’t know if I ever will be. I’m not even sure I want more kids. Cadence and I are two peas in a pod, and I don’t know that I want to change that. She already lost Belle, she shouldn’t have to worry about losing me too.”
Darren is spiraling. I’ve only seen him do it a few times in his life, but this isn’t a good thing. “Come on, man, you’re a great dad, and she’s not going to lose you. You’d never put a wife or any other kids ahead of Cady, and you know it.” 
“I’m not so sure about that. What if I fuck up? It’s a big risk to take when I don’t have to. I’m perfectly happy with the way things are right now. I can have sex with random people whenever I need to fulfill my needs. And I have a great life with my daughter. She’s my entire world, Sawyer.” 
Perhaps us moving out was too much change for him. Maybe all the recent changes have just got him wigged out. “We know you well enough to know that would never happen. Until you figure it all out for yourself, we’re here for you. In the meantime, I have to talk to you two about something.”
Mel looks between us. “What’s with you guys today? Is it spill your guts day and no one told me?” 
Darren cocks a half-grin. “Sawyer just feels the need to one-up me as usual. Don’t worry about it, Mel.”
“Good point,” she replies, smirking back at him. 
“Haha, enough jokes at my expense. You may feel bad in a minute because I did a really nice thing.” 
“Quick, Mel, feel his head. Is he feverish?” 
“No, he’s just in love. I kind of like him like this.” She kisses me quickly. “What did you do, Sawyer? I want to know.” 
“Well, I want to preface this with the fact it doesn’t have to be permanent, and it can be undone.” 
Darren groans. “Doesn’t sound good if that’s how you start off.” 
“Shut up, asshole. I bought you a house.” 
Their heads whip toward me in rapid succession. Darren replies first. “Say what?” 
“Well, it was sort of a wedding present for Mel, but the gift is actually for you. Don’t worry, I won’t object if you want to pay me back.” 
“Why would I pay you for a house I didn’t ask for?” he asks incredulously. 
“Sawyer, back up and start at the beginning for us, babe.” 
“Right, that would help. A few months ago, the house next door went on the market. I bumped into the agent one day, and before she could even put the sign in the ground, I bought the house. At the time, I was worried about Mel and Cadence. I thought it would be hard for them to be separated because Mel has been the only mother-like figure in Cady’s life. Then I started worrying about Nate and Cady. While I think it’s good for them to spend time apart in their own homes, they don’t know what it’s like to be apart either. The drive from the beach to here is ridiculous, and it’s going to get old fast. I thought maybe you’d want the house and could use the beach house as a fuckpad on the weekends.” 
Okay, I’m not sure I’ve ever spoken so fast without taking a breath, but it’s all out in the open now. They’re staring at me with wide eyes, but neither of them says a word. They look back and forth at each other as if they’re afraid to speak over one another, but Mel finally breaks the ice. 
“It’s excessive, but it’s the sweetest thing anyone has ever done for me. Cadence has the best uncle in the world.” 
Darren looks between us and throws his hands up in the air. “What did I tell you about one-upping me? How do I ever top that? Oh, wait … I don’t because he’s Sawyer fucking Weston and he’s always got to beat everyone. I can’t believe you bought me a house.” 
“Well, like I said, you can always pay me back.” 
He scoffs. “Fuck that, and give up being able to tell people you love me the most and that’s why you bought me a house? Get real. This is priceless.” 
Mel laughs and laughs, which I’ll take any day over the tears she was crying a few minutes ago at Darren’s proposition. “At least no one can accuse me of being a kept woman. That honor is all Darren’s.” 
“A kept man, thank you very much. Seriously though, why didn’t you just tell me the house was on the market?” 
“Because I had a feeling something like this might happen, and I didn’t want to give you the opportunity to say no. If you really don’t want it, I can sell it, but I was thinking if we knock down the fence between our yards, we can build a hell of a studio between your land and mine. Add a separate entrance, and we’d be set. My land is kid-oriented already, and your land can house the business.” 
“And we get a fresh start for all of us,” Darren murmurs as he considers my proposition. 
“I love the idea. If he doesn’t want the house, we could still keep it, build out the business, and I can use it as my escape place when things get too crazy over here.” 
Darren points a finger at her. “Hold up, woman, you aren’t turning my house into a she-shed before I even move in. You don’t have squatters’ rights just yet.” 
“Does that mean you want it? It needs a rebuild, so it’s going to take some time to fix up.” 
“Yeah, I do, and I still have the money from the Mulholland house sitting in an account accruing interest. I’ll even pay you for it.” 
Darren surprises me. I thought this would be a bigger fight. Maybe he’s more ready to settle down than he even knows. 
“I got the house at a steal. It needs a lot of work, but with my contacts, even after all the work, you’ll have a good chunk of change left over. That monstrosity of a house you bought was way overpriced.” 
“It was also overpriced when I sold it. I made a killing. People will pay extra for anything attached to a celebrity. It’s cool; we’ll sink whatever is left into the business.” 
“Speaking of, we need to have a meeting soon. Wyatt asked what I thought about Jordan being part of the studio, and I think it’s a good idea, but I also think we should offer to let Warren buy in as an equal partner. We wouldn’t be anywhere without him.” 
Darren nods in agreement, but I’m surprised when Mel speaks up. 
“What do you guys think about making Nate an equal partner in trust? I know it’s supposed to be Weston Brothers, but when he grows up, it would be nice for him to be able to take Noah’s place, if he wanted it and if it’s okay with you guys.”
“You never told her?” Darren flashes me an irritated glare. 
“It never came up.” 
“Mel, we already agreed to that a long time ago. Nate should be a part of anything Noah would have been.” 
“Really?” Tears glisten in her eyes. 
“Come on, Princess, did you expect anything less? Noah will always be a part of us. Anything we do as brothers or a band will always be inclusive of his memory and Nate. We wouldn’t be the men we are, the family we are, without Noah. It’s just not possible.” 

After our wedding, Mel and I had some slips. Condoms aren’t always at the ready, and when we catch a free moment for sex in the laundry room, the garage, or in the shower, who has time to track down a rubber? Besides, I could have ten kids with Mel and never get tired of growing our family. 
It shouldn’t have been a surprise when she was pregnant again a mere three months after our wedding, but it was. Three months after that, she came to me and told me she was ready to let Belle’s blog go. It was a monumental moment for her, and as much as I hated to see her step back from something she loved, I was happy she’s finally found a place in her life where she’s okay to do so. 
A week after she relinquished the blog, I approached her about helping me turn my journals into books. She hasn’t been writing at all—her only focus has been our family. I thought it might get her creative juices flowing again. If not, at least it would give her something to do since our twins were keeping her a bit more run-down than usual. 
Her belly is huge and feeling the twins kick around inside her is crazy. I’ve been worried about Noelle since I learned the twins were coming. Cadence and Nate are a team, and the twins will be a team, but where does that leave my little girl? 
“She’ll be fine, Sawyer. Stop overthinking it.” Mel knows exactly where my mind drifts when I’m rubbing her belly. 
“How do you know?” 
“Because she’s our daughter and her Weston and Triton blood runs deep. Besides, there will be days where boys will be boys and they’re going to leave Cadence and Noelle in the dust. It’s more likely they’ll be more like the three musketeers than pairing off into duos.” 
“Maybe you have a point, especially now that Wyatt and Anna bought a house down the street. Jake and Sam are going to be over here all the time now.” 
“Exactly, and if anything, Aunt Rory will step in and teach Noelle everything she needs to know about being fierce. She had to learn quickly to stand up for herself since Diane was so much older than all of you.” 
Rory and I have successfully bridged the gap between us the past few years. We’re in no way as close as she and Noah used to be, but we’ve forged our new relationship pretty well. Reading Mel’s books was all the insight she needed into how Mel and I came to be. 

About a month after Mel and I finished the first part of my story, she went into premature labor. We were prepared for it, but it was terrifying nonetheless. We were fortunate, and they were able to stop the labor, but she was assigned bedrest until the end of her pregnancy or until labor started again, whichever came first. 
I’d never appreciated her more than I did in those couple of months. My wife is amazing. She takes care of the kids, the house, and our meals, and she never complains. I’d always considered myself an active parent, but when Mel was out of commission, there were days I thought I would lose my mind. After just a few days, I was exhausted. The whole experience was eye-opening, and it made me see a part of my wife I’d taken for granted and didn’t even realize I was doing it. 
Chasing around and taking care of three kids under the age of four is no joke. Plus, I tried keeping Princess company as much as possible.
Mel was grumpy and frustrated she had to sit still, but it was mostly her fear showing through. She swears she’d do it all over again if it came with the same results—two full-term baby boys. She caressed her baby belly and talked to the twins often. Once, I overheard her talking to Belle and Noah, asking them to please make sure the twins made it safely. I’d had that discussion with them many times, so I understood the comfort she pulled from it. 
The remainder of my book was delayed. Mel tried like crazy to get me to write with her, but all the sadness was yet to come, and our babies were my only priority. I suppose it shows how much she’s grown and put the past behind her the last few years. Maybe I’m not as strong, or maybe she puts on a more stoic poker face than I do. Whatever the answer, I never gave up. While she was pregnant, we were not going to finish the story. 
“Sawyer, are we sure this time?” 
“Yes, without a doubt. I think we finally did it. Just in time too. We only have about a week left before you’re allowed off of bedrest, and I bet they come soon afterward.” 
“Okay, good. I really love these names. I think we finally got it right.” 
We decided on Greyson Owen Weston and Joseph Triton Weston. Triton is kind of a big name, but he’s a rock star legacy baby—it could be worse. Besides, they come from a line of strong men and women. Both boys are named after the men before them—my dad, Mel’s dad, and Mel’s mom’s dad. It seemed fitting since Nate and Noelle also honor other members of our family. 
“Princess, we get everything right,” I whisper against the shell of her ear and enjoy the sounds of her whimpers. 
“I miss us,” she says on a sad sigh. 
“We’re right here, baby, but I know what you mean. I miss sinking into that sweet fucking pussy of yours too.” 
“Sawyer, stop.” 
“What? You don’t want to know how badly I want to dip my tongue inside you? Licking and sucking until you explode on it?” 
“Seriously, Sawyer, you’re making me want sex, and we can’t have it for months. It’s not fair.” 
I grab her hand and place it on my cock. “I know, but isn’t it exciting to see that even while you’re on bedrest, just the thought of making love to you turns me on?” 
Groaning, she motions to her body. “I’m not sure how in the world you can find all of this attractive. Have you seen my stretch marks lately?” 
Pulling her head to mine, I kiss her with all the built-up passion inside me. “You’re gorgeous, Princess. Pregnant or not, skinny or fat, you will always be gorgeous. If you’re worried about the stretch marks, stop. I find them incredibly attractive.” 
“Shut up, you do not.” 
With utter sincerity, I look her in the eyes. “No, Mel, I do. Each one of those marks represents the life we made and brought into the world. I’ve watched you give birth to two kids already, and those marks are the indicator of the warrior who lies inside you. I’d never make it through that kind of agony, but I will be by your side each time you choose to go through it so we can bring more little Westons into the world. There isn’t a single thing about you I don’t find sexy.” 
Her eyes well up with tears. Mel’s always been hormonal while pregnant, but it’s double trouble with these babies. 
“Promise me something, Sawyer.” 
“Anything for you, Princess.” 
“When Noelle is older, remind her what kind of man she deserves.” 
“Done.” 
“I’m not finished. You also need to make sure Nate, Joey, and Grey know how to treat their wives and girlfriends.” 
I think back to when we first met and all the ways I fucked up. 
“I’m not sure I’m the best example for that.”
“Sawyer,” she caresses my cheek, “you are the best man I know. You’re the perfect example for them. Not only can you teach them how to act, you know how to teach them what not to do. Our children are lucky to have you, and so am I.” 
“I love you, Princess.” 
“And I love you, always.” 

Tonight is Nate’s sixth birthday, and it’s been six years since we lost Noah. Mel is inside putting the little ones to bed, and I’m in the gazebo, monitoring the treehouse from afar and reflecting on life. When Noah left us, I never imagined at the end of all the heartbreak I'd have love, especially not with Mel. 
If you asked the me I am today if I would have been with Mel without having Noah’s permission, I honestly couldn’t tell you. I’d like to think I was a good enough person to never have traveled down that road. At the same time, I hope I would have said fuck it and gone for it because she is the best thing to ever come into my life, and I firmly believe Noah would have forgiven me. 
Nights like these, I miss him most of all. Noah was the closest person to me, so it makes sense I will always miss him. Mel understands that more than anyone; she knows us both better than most people ever will.
Amelia has become my very best friend and filled the hole Noah left. Don't get me wrong, no one could ever replace Noah, but whether we like it or not, time keeps going and people grow and evolve. Someone would have eventually stepped into that role in some capacity. I’m just happy it’s my Princess, and I can honestly say I think Noah would be too. 
Some nights, when I'm outside in the gazebo, under the stars, I swear I feel his presence. The first time I heard his laugh from the treehouse, I thought I was losing my mind. I actually climbed up there, and what I found was even better. 
Nate and Cady were curled up in sleeping bags with flashlights telling jokes and sharing secrets. Their laughter was so much like their parents’, there is no way Belle and Noah weren't with them. In fact, I felt it so strongly, I left without them seeing me. I didn't want to intrude on their time with their parents. That moment was for Noah and Belle, not me.
I’m wishing for that tonight, for my son but also for myself. Something to give me a sign on the happiest and saddest day of the year—a laugh from the treehouse or the whisper of his voice on the wind. Cadence, Nate, and Jake are laughing and giggling like crazy up in the treehouse. The stars shine bright in the sky, frogs croak down in the creek, and the crickets chirp all around us. 
It takes me back to a time in our lives when things were simpler. Where the only thing Noah, Jordan, and I were worried about was if our parents were going to make us go home early. Grandma and Grandpa’s house was always a magical place. 
“Those were good times.” The voice is clear as day in my head, but as I look around, I’m all alone. Maybe this place is magical after all, or maybe I’m hallucinating because I miss him so much. Whichever it is, I don’t even care because hearing him, even in my head, makes me feel less alone, especially today. 
“There you are,” Mel says, carrying the baby monitor and joining me on the bench. “It’s the strangest thing. I was walking down here and heard a voice. When I looked around, no one was there. Were you talking to yourself?”
She heard him too. Not that I’ve ever doubted it, but in this moment, I know Mel and Nate survived that crash to save me. 
“No, but I was wishing for Noah, and I swear I heard him. I thought it was in my head.” 
“What did you hear, Sawyer?” 
“‘Those were good times.’ What did you hear, Princess?” 
“‘Be good to each other.’ I thought you were telling someone about Noah’s wedding speech. I’m not sure if I’m freaked out right now or really fucking happy.” 
I pull her close and kiss the top of her head as we stare into the sky. “Always choose happy, Princess. It’s how we’re supposed to be.” 





“Hey, Dad.” Nate drops his backpack on the floor and tosses his keys on the table just inside my office. 
“How was school?” I ask as he sits across from me. 
He flashes me a crooked grin and shrugs his shoulders. My heart still does a double-take at his uncanny resemblance to Noah. I thank my lucky stars we still have the best part of him here with us. Nate’s looks aren’t the only thing like Noah—he has his heart and soul. Mel says it’s in large part due to me, but it’s not; that’s all them. 
“It was school. I’m just happy it’s almost summer. Where’s Mom?” he asks, looking around. 
“She’s at the foundation getting the summer interns picked out with Aunt Rory and Grandma.” 
“Cool. Do I still get to help too?” 
Nate has worked with us at the foundation since he was big enough to participate. It’s his legacy. “Of course, it’s your dad’s foundation, and one day it will be yours to run if you choose to.” 
“Does it ever bother you? You know … Mom putting her time and attention into the foundation for my dad?” 
Where is all this coming from? 
“You know it doesn’t. What’s going on? Talk to me, Nathaniel.” 
He groans and knows I mean business when I use his full name. “It’s complicated. How did you know you loved Mom?” 
It all becomes clear now. He asked me this question last year too, and I told him about Mel’s books. He didn’t seem ready then, but he knows they’re his when he wants to read them. For now, I’ll give him a condensed answer, similar to the one I gave him last year. 
“I didn’t know it was love at first, but I knew no one had ever made me feel like she did. By the time I realized what I was feeling, she was in love with your dad.” 
“And then what?” 
He knows this story backward and forward, but now that he’s seventeen and old enough to experience these feelings, maybe he needs a new perspective on it.
With an unstoppable smile, I lean back in my chair. “Then I watched a beautiful love story unfold before my eyes. Your mom and Noah were magical.” 
He blinks rapidly before whispering, “You and Mom are magical, Dad.” 
“I don’t disagree. Sometimes, love might pass you by, but then fate has other plans and brings it back to you in unexpected and unimaginable ways. I love your mom and you kids with all my heart, and I work really hard to make sure you know it and feel it too. There is never a day I don’t miss my brother though, and I hope none of you kids ever have to know what that feels like.” 
Nate sits up straighter. “Dad, we know it, and we absolutely feel it. I’m sure Noah would have been the best dad, and I know he loved me, but you’re who I know, and I’m lucky to have you.” 
This kid …
“I think Cadence likes someone,” he blurts out, and his cheeks redden with his words. That’s one of the traits he got from Mel. 
“Is that a problem for you? I thought you and Cady were just friends?” 
“We are … we were? I uh … I kissed her a few weeks ago.” 
I try to hide my smile. We had bets on how old they’d be. I just won. “Does Uncle Darren know?” 
His eyes widen in fear. “I hope not. He’d kick my ass.” 
I want to laugh but instead keep my expression neutral. “Okay, we’ll circle back to that. What happened between the kiss and now?” 
He slumps down in his chair looking mortified. “God, Dad, I don’t know. I’m an idiot. You know Cady. She’s so cool and kickback all the time. After it happened, she acted like it was no big deal, so I just let her?”
When I chuckle, he throws me the evil eye. “It’s not funny.” He straightens again and crosses his arms. He’s Noah’s son for sure, but at times like this, there’s no doubt he’s mine through and through. 
“Cady is so much like her mom. Belle was the same way. Cool, aloof, and she had such a shining personality. Belle would never admit her feelings for Uncle Darren until he was literally on bended knee with a ring.” 
“So what do I do? What would you do?” 
“Which me do you want to answer that question? Seventeen-year-old me? Twenty-eight-year-old me? Or me now?” 
“Now. Dad, this is where your experience is supposed to come in handy.” 
Sarcastic just like his mom. 
“Get your girl, Nate. If you want Cady, talk to her and tell her how you feel. Run, don’t walk.”
“What would seventeen-year-old you say?” 
“He would have moved on to the next girl and never looked back.” 
“And the twenty-eight-year-old?” 
This kid … he’s so much like Noah. 
“He would have watched her go and kicked himself for it every day.” 
“What do you think Noah would have told me to do?” 
“That’s easy. No matter the age, he would have told you to be honest with yourself about your true feelings and then be honest with her. He was always smarter than me when it came to girls.” 
Nate nods and picks at his fingers. “What if I’m scared?” 
“Love is scary, Nate. We have to give the most vulnerable parts of ourselves to someone else. It’s never not going to be scary. You’re lucky in this instance because Cady is your best friend. If she doesn’t feel the same, it may hurt, but she won’t hurt you on purpose. You’ll always be the best of friends, and that will never change.” 
“I asked her to homecoming today, and she said yes. That’s a good sign, right? Why did you want to circle back to Uncle Darren? Is he going to kill me?” 
I laugh; I can’t help it. This poor kid is terrified. “It’s a great sign. I have a confession to make. We’ve all had an ongoing bet since you guys were about five years old.” 
“What kind of bet?” His eyes dance with amusement.
“How old the two of you would be when you kissed for the first time.”
“Seriously? Who won?” 
“I did. Uncle Darren thought you’d be a lot more advanced and you would have kissed her at twelve. Mom had fifteen, Uncle Wyatt had sixteen, and Uncle Jordan had eighteen.” 
“Uncle Darren had twelve?” 
“Well, to be fair, Aunt Belle had you two married off at conception, so to him, waiting until twelve for a kiss seemed a long way out.” 
Nate pushes his hair out of his face and flashes me a grin. “Why did you say seventeen?” 
“That’s easy. You’re Noah’s son, and he was always cautious with his heart. You might have my attitude and charm at times, but you think things through and consider the feelings of others in all your decisions like your dad.” 
He immediately gets quiet, and it’s like I can see the wheels turning in his head, just like Noah’s used to. 
“Hello!” Mel calls out. Nate jumps up, and I follow. 
“We’re in here!” I reply, and Nate comes around the desk and hugs me. He’s always been affectionate. 
“I’m probably not supposed to say this, but I’m glad you’re my dad. I never knew Noah to miss him, but I’d really miss you if you weren’t here.” 
As I swallow over the lump in my throat, I hug him back. “You never have to censor your thoughts with me, Nate. I spent a lot of years saying and doing things I probably shouldn’t have.” 
He pulls away and smiles up at me. “Yeah, I know, that’s probably where I get it from. I love you, Dad.” 
He’s pulling his backpack off the ground when Mel opens the office door. 
“How was school, Nate?” 
He hugs her hello like always, and love shines in her eyes. “It was good. Noelle stayed at the library, but I’ll go back and pick her up at five. By the way, Cadence is going to homecoming with me, so we’re going to need to go shopping.” 
“Okay, let me know when and I’ll take you. I’m glad you’re going together.” 
He grins. “Yeah, me too. I’m gonna grab a snack and do my homework.” 
Mel closes the door behind him and squeals into my shirt. 
“Excited much?” 
She punches me on the shoulder. “Stop, this is huge! I’ve waited seventeen years for this to happen. Cadence texted me and asked if I would take her homecoming shopping, but she didn’t say she was going with Nate! I can’t believe she held out on me.” 
“She probably wanted you to hear it from him.” I lean against the built-in bookcase and wait for her to realize I’ve got a secret. When her eyes finally meet mine, they narrow. “What are you grinning about?” 
“Nothing much … just that I won the bet.” 
The way my wife’s eyes widen and her mouth drops open is comical. She’s still the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on. It’s hard to believe we’ve been together over fifteen years already. 
“When did it happen?” 
“A couple of weeks ago. He was afraid Darren was going to kick his ass.” 
Mel laughs hard, and I join her. Once she catches her breath, she takes a seat. “He’s got no clue Darren only dreams that the two of them will get married. He knows what a good kid Nate is and how good he’d be to Cady.” 
“I told him Darren was in his corner, and I told him about the bet. He was a good sport about it all. I think he was happy I won, that I know him so well.” 
“Well, he’s your son, Sawyer. You probably know him better than I do.” 
“He’s our son, Mel. He was asking about Noah again. I think he’s getting ready to want to read the books.” 
Her expression softens. “How do you feel about that?” 
“Scared, but in a way, it will be a relief. Once he knows everything, he can decide how he feels about me and what I did.” 
She crosses the room and wraps her arms around me. “Nothing about his love for you will change. Our son worships you. The two of you work together in the studio, on his music, on your music, and he admires you, Sawyer. I’ve got my concerns about how he’ll see me after reading those stories too. I mean, his mom bounced between two brothers. My past was kind of shady, and I was far from a virgin at his age. He’s probably going to think I’m a slut.”
Bringing a finger under her chin, I tip her head up and brush our lips together. “You grew up in a different world than the one we raised our kids in. They have stability and a great foundation because you wanted more for them. He’s not going to see you as anything other than what you are. A woman who was lost and found herself with one brother. And a woman who made another brother fight to be redeemable and loved.” 
“You never needed redemption, Sawyer. You only needed to know you were loveable.” 
“Am I?” 
Desire flares in her gaze. “Want me to show you how much?” 
“Do you want me to lock the door?” 
She bites her bottom lip. “If you want to fuck me over the desk, you do.” 
My cock instantly hardens, and I’ve never been happier for that vasectomy I had after Mel had Lily. She was born when the twins were three, and she’s named after Mel’s grandmother and her mother—Lily Iris Weston. She and Rory have a special bond since Rory knows what it’s like to be last in a tribe of Westons. Lily is also best friends with Wyatt and Anna’s daughter Jasmine. 
Anna had conceded to one more baby and crossed her fingers for a boy. The rest of us were hoping for a girl. Since Anna and Mel were just a few weeks apart, we had a dual gender reveal party for them. I was expecting us to go blue and them to go pink. To my surprise, we both went pink. 
Once she knew it was a girl, Anna made Wyatt promise to get a vasectomy. We recovered together while they snickered and joked about us finally having to feel some pain. It wasn’t that bad, and I’d do it again and again to have condomless sex with my wife for the rest of my life. 
“Princess, have I ever not wanted to fuck you anywhere?” 
When I release her to lock the door, she closes the shutters. I turn on the radio and turn it up loud enough to drown us out if we get loud. My office is lightly soundproofed anyway, but with teenagers in the house, you can never be too careful. “My, My, My” by Johnny Gill pipes through the speakers, and Mel snorts. 
“Nothing says ‘let’s make love’ like 90s R&B, is that it?” 
“Well, technically, I’m about to fuck you, but we’ll go with that.” 
As I pull off her shirt and cup her breasts, she moves her lips to my ear. “Even when you fuck me, Sawyer, all I feel is your love. It’s one of the things that makes us special.” 
“Princess, everything about us is special, but right now I want to do some dirty things with you. Are you game?” 
She unbuttons my jeans and grips my cock. “I’ve never played a game with you I haven’t liked. Bring it on, Weston.” 
Once we’re naked and she’s bent across my desk with my body stretched over hers, I whisper in her ear, “Before I fuck you, just remember, I love you, Mrs. Weston.” 
She cocks her head and slips her tongue into my mouth. After she’s kissed me breathless, her words float against my lips. “I love you too, Sawyer, never forget it.” 

Later that night, when we were in bed and Mel was tucked into my arms, I thought about the last fifteen years. If someone would have told me at the beginning of The Illusion Tour that I would become a family man with five kids, I would have laughed in their face. These days, I consider being a family man my life’s greatest achievement. 
Even though we no longer have Noah, we’re still blessed, and I’m going to cherish my blessings until the day I die. It’s why I’ve decided to start planning a special trip for our twentieth wedding anniversary. I think Mel and I should renew our vows somewhere beautiful and relaxing with all of our friends and loved ones. 
It will be a nice example for the kids to witness and know that even though time may pass, a marriage takes constant work and commitment. We have an open and loving home, and they see how much I adore Mel every day, but sometimes, going the extra mile is necessary, and my Princess is worth it. There is absolutely nothing I wouldn’t do for her. Maybe that’s what I should tell Nate the next time he asks about love. It’s so much more than just saying the words or giving someone your last bite of cake. You have to back up those emotions with actions. Nate’s been doing it with Cadence his entire life and doesn’t even realize it. It’s okay though, they’re still young and don’t need to be thinking about forever just yet. 
When they’re ready for it, they already have it at the tips of their fingers, and we’ll be here to watch the magic happen. I can’t wait for my son to realize how special the love that lies in front of him is. In the meantime, I’ve got a major event to plan, and I can’t wait to tell Mel so we can decide together where we want to be when we say ‘I do’ the second time around. 
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I wasn’t even in Kindergarten when my parents wrote their stories. Growing up, they were just a few of the many books on our shelves. We knew Mom was a writer and she’d helped my dad write out his memoirs. My sister, Noelle, had been cautioned more than a time or two that those stories weren’t for her to read unless she had their express permission. Like Mom, Noelle is a huge bookworm. 
For a while, it was a point of contention between the two of us because she finally got up the courage to ask to read them when she was about fourteen. My parents told her she’d never be able to read them until I did, and even then, she needed permission from Dad and me. 
Mom told her she couldn’t stop her from reading the books once she was eighteen, but she limited Noelle’s access to the books released through Grandpa Sam’s publishing company—the rest of the story wasn’t up for grabs. Noelle and I are extremely close, but where she’s curious, I’m cautious. I’ve always been hesitant to make decisions because once they’re made, you can’t take it back. Mom says I get that trait from my bio dad. Dad disagrees; he thinks it comes from Mom. He says while Noah was cautious, he was immediately decisive with a plan for everything. 
When I was sixteen, I had questions about love and sex. Nothing was off-limits between Dad and me—I’ve always been as comfortable talking to him as I would my best friends. In this instance, I couldn’t talk to my very best friend, Cadence, because all my questions were about her. I’d either made the cardinal mistake of falling in love with her, or the best decision of my life, but I wasn’t sure which. 
I’ll never forget that moment between my dad and me. 
“Dad?” I asked hesitantly. “How did you know you were in love with Mom? That she was the one?” 
His head tilted slightly, and his eyes glazed over as if he had a million memories flooding through his mind. “I’ve always wondered how old you would be when we finally had this talk and if I would be confident enough in your maturity level to do what needs to be done.” 
He looked at me for a long while, but it wasn’t an uncomfortable silence—it never could be, not with him. I’d known my entire life he wasn’t my bio dad, that he was my uncle, but it never felt that way to me. My dad’s love for me was just as strong as it was for any of his kids. Some days, I thought, maybe even stronger. 
“You,” he said in a much softer voice, “are more mature than I ever was at your age.” A smile spread across his face, one reserved for when he was thinking of my bio dad. “You’re so much like Noah.” His voice caught, and he cleared his throat as the tears welled up in his eyes. “And like Noah, you’re an old soul, and I think you’re old enough to understand.” 
“Understand what?” 
“That sometimes the road to love is a complicated one. As I look back on everything, I can easily tell you I knew I loved your mom the night we met. I didn’t perceive it as love, but even when you don’t recognize love, Nate, I think you can feel it in every cell of your being.” 
Wow, that’s … awesome. 
“But,” he leaned back in his chair and exhaled deeply, “back then, I wasn’t the man I am now. I made a lot of really bad mistakes, and it’s why I’ve dreaded this day.” 
My stomach dropped. “I’m not sure I understand.” 
“I know, but you will. The books your mom wrote are about the three of us … your mom, your dad, and me. They’re the story of us, and in a way, they’re your legacy. As are the books your mom helped me write - which are just my memoirs, but they’re an important piece of the story, especially for you. Within those pages, you’ll find the answers you seek about love, friendship, and family. You’ll also discover I wasn’t a good person or the best brother I could have been. Not by a long shot.” 
“I’m sure it can’t be that bad. You’re the best person I know.” 
Dad shook his head sadly. “That’s because you haven’t met Noah yet, but you will within those pages. I hope you don’t hate me, but it’s a risk I’ve always been willing to take for you to know Noah, Nate, your real father.” 
I swallowed over a lump in my throat and whispered, “I could never hate you.” 
He smiled and nodded. “I hope not, but I want you to know that even though my entire life would change, and the world as I know it would disappear beneath my feet, I’d give anything if it meant Noah could be here once again.” 
The gravity of his words settled over me as tears sprang to my eyes. Sure, I’d thought about my bio dad often—he’s practically worshipped by everyone in our family—but to think of my life without Sawyer hurt me deeply. “I don’t think I’m ready yet, to read them, to know everything. Not now.” 
Dad nodded in his all-knowing way and smiled. “If it helps at all, you should know that you and Cadence bonded the day you were born. The first time she saw you, she wrapped her hand around yours and held on. She was only about four months old at the time, but it didn’t matter—it was like she knew you instantly. You’d both lost a parent that day, and I always wondered if she somehow recognized a kindred spirit. Belle had that knack too. She recognized the people she wanted in her life and pulled them into her orbit.” Dad laughed heartily with the memory. “You’ll learn about Aunt Belle more when you read the books. She made me her friend before I realized what was happening. Her friendship was one of the best gifts of my life.” 
“So are you saying I should be happy with only being Cadence’s friend?” 
“What I’m saying, Nate, is that only you can decide. But if you believe in fate as much as Noah did, it may have already been decided for you.” 
It was three years after our discussion before I read their stories. Cadence and I were nineteen, and Noelle was seventeen. I’d waited because I was afraid of what I would learn between those pages and because I couldn’t read them without Noelle—we share everything. Noelle wasn’t mature enough at fourteen to handle their story, but at seventeen, she was easily as mature as I was, if not more so.  
As I went from one book to the next, I was mesmerized. There was a mixture of love and sadness, disbelief and anger, but overall, I got to know my parents—all of them—in a way most kids probably never do. 
Getting to know Noah and Aunt Belle was a priceless gift. I shared the books with Cadence without hesitation because they were as much for her as they were for me. 
After devouring all five books, I went to the beach house and sat under the stars. It was calm and peaceful in a way I’d never noticed before. I think Noah was with me, and after having read the books, I’m pretty sure I’ve felt him all along. In some ways, I’ve carried Noah with me my entire life. That night, I thought back to my talk with my dad in his office and how he was afraid I might hate him, and I knew I needed to ease his fears once and for all. 
Dad gave me a welcoming smile when I walked into his office the next morning, but there was fear in his eyes. I’d never felt guilt like I did in that moment. I should have gone to see him right away. 
“Did you read them all?” He stood to take the books from my outstretched hand, but I placed them on the desk and pulled him into a hug. 
“I love you, Dad, and I could never hate you. You loved Mom and me with your whole heart. And you loved my dad too, more than most people probably understand. There was never a day I didn’t feel your love. Not one, not ever.” 
Dad tucked me closer and held on tighter. We cried, but we needed it—he needed that release, my forgiveness. When he finally let me go, we each took a seat like we’d done thousands of times over the years. But this time, I looked around his office with a new appreciation of the awards and records that were hanging on the walls—photos, guitars, memories. No matter how much success and fame came his way, there was always one constant thing front and center: his family. 
“Do you have any questions, or is there anything you want to talk about, Nate?” 
“It must have been really hard for you to love Mom and stay away so she and Noah could be together instead.” 
His eyes widened, and he blinked a few times before responding. “It was difficult, but it was also the easiest thing I’d ever done. I struggled for a long time. I wanted Noah to have happiness, and once you were on your way, that was all I wanted. My biggest struggle has always been accepting the fact my family came with the price of his life. My children and my marriage only exist because he’s no longer here.” 
I’ll never forget the pain on Dad’s face.
“That’s what he wanted, and it’s what you both deserved. It’s what we deserved. I deserved the family you gave us, Dad.” 
“I know, and that knowledge is how I get through my days. There are times it still hurts. Like our birthday, your mom and Noah’s wedding anniversary, your birthday …” 
“Fuck, my birthday.” That must have been a double-edged sword for them, but if they were suffering, they never let me feel it. 
Dad laughed. “It’s like Grandma Veronica said, ‘From the greatest tragedies, come the best gifts.’ You’ve seen the photos from when you were born. Noah couldn’t have faked that happiness, even through his pain. You were all he ever wanted, and he didn’t let go of this world until he knew you were safe and sound.” 
“I’m happy he had that, and I’m glad I have at least one set of photos with us together. In a way, it makes him a little more … real, I guess. I went to the beach house last night and laid under the stars for hours. I feel crazy for even saying this, but I think I felt him there.” 
A tear fell from his eye, and he quickly swiped it away. “You’re not crazy. After all these years, I still feel him and Belle. I still talk to them often, especially if I think they’re watching. I can’t speak to the existence of souls or the afterlife because I don’t think we can ever really know until it’s our time, but I don’t think they’ve ever stopped watching over us.” 
My dad is faithful, but he’d never been extremely religious. For him to admit that, I knew it had to be the truth. Not that I doubted him, because my dad never lied to me. Which reminded me of something I wanted to ask him. 
“The ring thing, at your wedding to Mom, was that true? Or was that her taking fictional liberties in her book?” 
He smiled and ran his hand across the top of the books. “Your mom didn’t take any fictional liberties in those books. Everything she wrote was how she interpreted her side of things at that time. Call Uncle Wyatt and talk to him about it. He’s still blown away by Noah’s premonition.”
“Wait … so even Rhymin’ Rieanne is real?” 
Dad laughed and laughed but finally spilled the deets. “She’s real, and you know her very well.” 
Dad pulled out a photo and pointed her to her. I was shocked. “Why did Mom call her Rieanne?” 
“That was her stage name. We didn’t get to know the real Rieanne until years later. Next time Uncle Ryan comes over, you should talk to him about her. He loves telling the story.”
“That’s hilarious! Cadence and Noelle are going to get a kick out of this.” 
“So … you did share the books with them?” Dad asked, the humor suddenly missing from his tone. 
“Yeah, I thought you guys said it was okay.” 
“We did. I knew you would need someone to talk it out with, and to be honest, I was hesitant for Noelle to know everything. But I also know the three of you are thick as thieves and it was the likely outcome. Are they angry with me?” 
“Dad, come on, they adore you. They thought the entire thing was as romantic as it was tragic, but with love prevailing in the end, they sided with mostly romance. I’m sorry you’ve carried so much guilt over the years. Maybe it’s a testament to Mom’s writing, but I don’t see how anyone could read those books, all five of them, and not understand the two of you were meant to be.” 
Dad leaned forward, putting his elbows on the desk. “Is that what you think?” 
“Don’t you? Don’t get me wrong, I’m excited to be alive, and I’m proud to be both your son and Noah’s son. I’ve even come to terms with being the one to carry on Noah’s legacy—which I’m proud to do. But from that first kiss in your bathroom, Mom was the only one for you. Still, I’m glad Mom was the only one for Noah while he was here.”
“I am too.” 
There was something else I wanted to say to him before we stopped talking. I already knew Mom was going to have a million questions for me as well. I had a feeling it would be a more delicate subject with her, so I was hoping I’d have a day or so to regroup before we talked. “I also wanted to thank you.” 
“For what?” 
“The pictures on the walls. The ones of Noah and Mom. I guess I never gave it much thought, or maybe I took it for granted that Noah was as much a part of our family as anyone, but I never considered how it must feel for you to see that picture of him and Mom at their wedding every day. I’d be okay if you wanted to take it down.” 
Dad shook his head and opened his desk drawer, pulling out a small photo album. He handed it to me, and a strange sense of unease crept over my skin as I flipped through the images. It was filled with photos of Noah and Mom, or the three of them together. “I don’t understand.” 
“Out of everything I own, the one thing that means the most to me is that album in your hands. It was never a hardship seeing Noah and your mom’s wedding photo, Nate. Aside from a bit of lingering guilt, that was one of the happiest days of our lives. Whenever I need a pick-me-up, I look at the photos on the wall or pull out this album and look at it. Noah was everything to me. He was my twin, my best friend, and the best person I ever knew.” 
He paused and took a sip of water, eyes tearing up again. “When he passed away … well, I couldn’t have imagined pain that bad, and I hope none of my kids ever go through something so tragic. But it would have been a million times worse if I didn’t have you. Over the years, I’ve often wondered if I spoiled you too much or gave you attention or favoritism over your siblings, but I always let go of that worry and tried not to think about it. You’re my son, Nate, in every possible way. From your first breath until my last, and beyond, I will love you. Now that you’ve read the books, maybe you can see Noah in yourself now. We’re not lying when we’re sometimes taken aback at how much you remind us of him.” 
“Yeah … I get it now. But I’m still a part of you and mom, too.” I didn’t want to be defensive, but Noah couldn’t have credit for all of it—genetics only go so far. 
“And we wouldn’t have it any other way. So, tell me, did you find the relationship advice you were seeking?” 
I always knew Mom and Dad were rooting for Cadence and me. Hell … so was I. 
“I think I found the courage to wait and see. We’re young still, but I have no doubt Cady and I will get married and have a family of our own.” 
Dad smirked. “Your mom isn’t going to like that answer.” 
“Probably not, but I think Cady is like Belle. She needs to spread her wings and fly a bit. I think I’m like you and Noah. I knew from the first time we kissed, and probably even before, she’s the one for me. But unlike Noah, I’m not willing to sit back and wait for friendship to turn into love. If Cady needs to fly, so do I. If she’s going to date, so will I.” 
“Nate, just be sure …” 
“Condoms. I know, Dad. The only kids I ever want are the ones I’ll have with her.” 
“Fair enough. Are you doing this because you want to experience other people or because you want to make Cady jealous?” 
It was my turn to smirk at him. “Would it be wrong of me to say both? I mean, you’re only in college once, right?” 
That conversation was six years ago. I’m twenty-five now, and I’m getting married tomorrow. Dad, I know you read these books at least once a year around your birthday, which is coming up soon. In your first book, you mentioned you wanted to have something to read when you got old and your memories failed you. 
I thought I’d add to it to show you how much I’ve valued our conversations and our relationship over the years. You’re not just my dad; you’re one of my best friends. I don’t ever want to imagine a time when you won’t be there for me, but I know when that time comes, Noah and Belle will be there to greet you with open arms.
It seems like a lifetime ago that I read the books and learned the truth about my parents. I can’t imagine a better role model, husband, or father than you. I hope my wife and I will share the same kind of love you and Noah were able to find with Mom.  
Thank you, Dad, for loving me and raising me. You’ve been my best friend and confidant, you kept Noah’s memory alive, and you made sure I know family and love come first, always. I couldn’t have envisioned a better father or family than the one I have. 
There is one other thing I want you to know before anyone else. You’re about to be a grandpa. We’re announcing it at the reception tomorrow, and we couldn’t be happier. I’ll be telling you tonight, and besides us, you’ll be the first to know. Tomorrow, at the wedding, do me a favor and keep Uncle Darren from killing me, okay? I’d like to live to see my first child, and we both know even though he loves me, he’s still sensitive about everything that happened between Cadence and me. 
You and Mom are going to be the most amazing grandparents just as you were parents. I only hope we’ll be half the parents you were to us. 
All my love, 
Nathaniel Noah Weston
P.S. Mom, please don’t be mad I told Dad first. When the next one comes, you’ll have that honor, I promise. 
P.P.S. Mom, thank you for giving me the only father who could have ever filled the void Noah left in our lives. The two of you are the greatest people I’ve ever known, and I’m beyond thankful for both of you. 
 
 
 




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 
 




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
 




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 
The Last Resort Motel – Room 13  
 
The Illusion Series
Just an Illusion – Side A
Just an Illusion – The B Side 
Just an Illusion – EP 
Just an Illusion – Unplugged 
Just an Illusion – Encore 
 
Illusion Series Spin Off Books 
Interlude – (Jordan’s Story) Jan. 29th 2019
Broken Beats – (Darren’s Story) April 2019 
Untitled – (Eli’s Story) July 2019 
http://www.dkellyauthor.com/all-books
 




 
A new adult STANDALONE romance from USA Today bestselling author Siobhan Davis.
A troubled popstar forced into hiding… A sweet small-town girl overcoming tragedy… And the kind of love that only happens once in a lifetime.
Dakota’s dreams of attending Juilliard were shattered the night tragedy struck her family. It’s one year later, and she’s now enrolled at a local university trying to piece her life back together.
Shawn is one of the world’s most famous faces, having lived under a spotlight since his star exploded when he was fourteen. Now jaded by an industry forcing him to perform music he no longer enjoys, he craves normalcy and the opportunity to rediscover his muse. When a crazy stalker gets too close, and death threats start mounting, Shawn’s management team comes up with a plan—one which will allow him to work on his latest album while staying incognito on a college campus.
Romance is the last thing on Dakota’s mind, but after she crosses paths with a hot, prickly cutie with rock-hard abs and smoldering good looks, she can’t shake him from her thoughts.
Shawn can’t afford to bring any girl into his fucked-up life, but the gorgeous blonde with the sad blue eyes captivates him in a way no girl ever has, and he finds himself falling hard and fast.
But outside forces are conspiring against them.
When danger draws closer, and secrets are revealed, will their love survive?
 



Breaking Kate
By. D. Kelly
Michael Matthews has been in love with Katherine Moore since the second grade. In Michael's mind there is absolutely nothing that will ever be able to keep the two of them apart. The night Michael is set to propose to Katherine the evening is interrupted by an unexpected tragedy that tears the two of them apart for good.
Three years have passed since that fateful night when Katherine, now known as Kate meets Daniel. After an awkward start sparks fly between them. Daniel and Kate fall hard and fast into the most passionate and intense love affair of their lives. In three years a lot can change, Michael knows he made the biggest mistake of his life when he left Katherine and he will do anything to get her back. Asking his best friend Daniel for help is his first step in righting the wrongs he made so many years ago. Unfortunately, neither of them realizes that Michaels long lost love Katherine is Daniel’s true love Kate.
While attending the engagement party of a mutual friend, all of their paths collide. How is Kate supposed to choose between the two men that mean the most to her in the world? Kate has to push past her heartache and put some serious thought into what comes next. One wrong choice and not only could she lose them both but Daniel and Michael may never recover their friendship.
 



The Evolution of Us
By. D. Kelly
 
They say most people meet the person they will marry while in high school. Balancing one another perfectly, Holly Ryan and Declan James were together through most of college—until their relationship blew up, leaving Declan with more questions than answers.
For the past two years, Declan has tried everything he can think of to earn Holly’s forgiveness, but even if he manages to help her let go of the past and give them another chance at happiness, she still has a secret. Not to mention, she can’t get over the revolving door of women he seems to have coming in and out of his apartment.
Declan is desperate to prove to Holly she’s the one for him and isn’t above using his celebrity status or enlisting the help of their friends to win her back. All’s fair in love and war, right?
 
 



Chasing Cassidy
By. D. Kelly
 
Zachary Stafford witnessed something horrible when he was a child. Watching a young girl beaten by her father shattered his heart, but it forged a new friendship as well.
Since enduring terrible abuse as a young girl, Cassidy Pope has been shaped into a woman filled with insecurities and self-loathing, regardless of the unconditional love Zack has given her all these years. 
Upon the arrival of their wedding day, Cassidy does the one thing she does best—she runs, leaving Zack at the altar.
Zack is nothing if not a man of his word and is determined to bring Cassidy home to him. Will they finally get their happy ending, or will Cassidy allow the demons of her past to keep her from the love she’s always desired?
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