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	For my readers. You guys are the reason I wake up excited to put my words on paper. The messages you send, your posts in the reader groups, your excitement to pick your team … all of this makes me happier than you could imagine. I even appreciate the way you lovingly call me a sadistic bitch for pulling you into another series. I promise I’ll always try to make the journey worth it. 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“The world breaks everyone, and afterward, many are strong at the broken places.”

	― Ernest Hemingway
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	Amelia

	Present Day – Two Years After The Tour

	Stories are meant to be told. Those six words continue to swirl around in my mind. What was I thinking? As my heart aches this morning, I’m leaning toward the mindset that stories should stay in the vault—the one between friends and acquaintances who witnessed them happening in real time. Some things don’t need to be rehashed and reshared. Good memories will live on in our hearts, and the bad ones can burn in hell where they belong. 

	But … I made a promise to myself and to them I would do this. After all this time, it’s important to stick to my word. Once this part of the story is written, I’m hoping the next one will come to me easier. Then maybe, I can finally wrap up this chapter of my life which has been hanging in the balance for far too long. Maybe someday I’ll share these words with my friends and our family, but this isn’t the story the public wants to hear. They want to know about the fame, the accolades, and the fun times. They don’t want to know the down-and-dirty secrets of BAD’s love life and intimate family moments. 

	Admittedly, it felt good to finally write again; maybe it was the wine. When I finally crashed last night, I was exhausted, and more than a little drunk. Even so, morning came quickly today and I was excited to greet it. 

	Truth be told, I had a breakthrough—one I felt with every fiber of my being. Physically, emotionally, and with a wide-open heart, I let it all in. It’s been two years since I’ve let myself reflect on the tour with any fond memories. When I woke up an hour ago, I couldn’t wait to dive back in and let myself go back to a happier place. Writing this story feels good, and I want to finish it while I have time, so I can finally give him an answer.

	But then I booted up my computer and remembered where I left off. 

	The shooting. 

	And that’s when my mood went to shit. 

	We were caught off guard. It’s amazing how a split second can change everything. We’d been aware earlier that evening, diligent, responsible. And even with all the shit surrounding us, Noah and I found our place with each other that night. Nothing or no one could take that away from us. We were so naïve. Sometimes crazy things happen in this world, and sometimes crazy people do; that night, we suffered the misfortune of both. 

	I’ve spent the past few years blocking out the bad parts. I think that’s why I passed out when I did last night; alcohol or not, it’s a hard place in time to revisit. Today is a new day—albeit a rainy one—and with my coffee in hand, I’m ready to tackle getting the rest of this story down on paper … or I guess computer is more accurate. My time is running out. I’ve only got forty-eight hours to give him an answer. I’m not any closer to one than I was yesterday, or the day before, or the months and years before that. 

	I’ve never been an indecisive person, but this decision isn’t only about him and me. There are so many other people in this equation … especially now. But our take on that is different, too. Which is why it’s important I finish this story. Even though I’m writing it for me, it also feels like I’m writing it for them. If I can do that—write it for them—maybe when I’m done, I can write the book I actually do owe them. Hopefully, it will have been worth the wait. 
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	Everything Has Changed - Three years ago

	“Is she hurt?” Frantic cries meet my ears, but I can’t move. There’s something weighing me down, squeezing the life out of me. Breathing hurts, and my top is wet… Why am I so wet? 

	“I don’t know! Fuck! Help me get this bitch off her.” 

	Sawyer … I’d know his voice anywhere. He’s going to save me, help me breathe easier. 

	“Why did you shoot?” another voice screams, and it’s not Noah. 

	“I had the shot. Even if I didn’t, she would have killed her if I didn’t try.” Mac. What is going on? I try pushing myself up and a groan escapes me. My arm is tucked under my body; it fucking hurts. 

	Suddenly, air fills my lungs and the pressure is gone. Gasping heavily, I blink my eyes a few times, but everything is blurry, tinged in red. Someone pulls me free and begins wiping my face with a cloth. That’s good, maybe I won’t be so wet now.

	“Princess … fuck. Are you okay? The ambulance is on its way. Please tell me you’re alright.” 

	The cloth presses harder against my eyes, scrubbing at them. “Why can’t I see, Sawyer? Where’s Noah?” 

	“She’s okay,” he calls out. “Alive,” he corrects as he carefully pulls my arm toward him, causing me to squeal in pain. 

	Fuck, that stings like a bitch. 

	“He’s here, and he’s still breathing. Help is coming, Princess. Your eyes are okay now, you just got … something in them. We’ll get them flushed and you’ll be fine. Help will be here soon.” Sawyer wraps me in his arms and hugs me close to him. He’s not wearing a shirt; there’s nothing but bare skin under my embrace. That doesn’t hold my attention long because from the way he’s breathing and the moisture dripping onto my cheeks, it’s obvious he’s crying. Poor Sawyer, he must have been terrified. But why? 

	Sara … she was going to shoot me. Then, I remember the shot. 

	“She shot me?” No, I don’t feel shot … I don’t think. What the fuck just happened? 

	My frantic cries are muffled as Sawyer tightens his arms around me. I’m trying to blink my eyes open and closed, but whatever is on me is sticky and my eyelashes keep sticking together. 

	“J, how’s he doing?” Sawyer calls out, still holding on to me in the SUV. 

	“He’s okay. He’s starting to move. I think she just knocked him out.” The relief in J’s voice is shadowed in fear. Hearing the trepidation in his tone kicks me into gear. 

	“You left … and she … shit … Noah!” The fear I felt earlier floods back into my heart. 

	“Ryan hit the panic button on his phone and Mac turned right back around. Thank God he did … we were a split second away from her killing you. Jesus, Princess, what happened?” With his pleading tone, I pull away, blinking my eyes harder and faster, finally getting my lashes to separate and open fully. Sawyer glances from my face to my arm, but my arm wins his attention as he presses his shirt to it. 

	“Shit, that stings.” I hiss. 

	“Sorry,” he winces, “I think the bullet grazed you. It’s not too bad, but you’ll probably need some stitches or something. It’s still bleeding.” 

	“Is that why I’m wet? Why is there so much blood?” 

	He avoids my question and looks over his shoulder. “It’s going to be okay,” he reaffirms as the sounds of the sirens grow closer. Mere seconds pass before their lights are flashing in the window behind us. 

	“I need to be with Noah.” 

	He nods reluctantly and carefully helps me out of the SUV. The paramedics are surrounding Noah, hooking him up to IVs and machines. My eyes take in the scene around us. Sara lies on the ground about three feet away from us. Her eyes are wide open, lifeless, and she’s covered in blood. So am I, I realize, as I look down at my chest.

	Oh my God. 

	The scream escapes my mouth long before it ever catches up to my ears. My body begins to collapse, but Sawyer catches me and holds me steady. Instantly, the rest of the memories flood my mind, but my eyes close and before I know it, I’m floating on a cloud. 
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	The steady beeping of a monitor burrows itself into my head. My eyes flutter open and Sawyer is at my bedside, holding my hand. No longer covered in blood, I’m wearing a blue and white hospital gown and he’s wearing scrubs. My head feels a bit heavy, but I’m calm. There’s a bandage wrapped around my upper arm now, too, but there’s no pain. 

	When our eyes meet, his pain is palpable. Sawyer wears every emotion he’s got in the depths of his eyes. He looks like a broken man, and I’m terrified to ask about Noah. Tears gather in the corners of my eyes and as they begin to fall, he wipes them away. 

	“Noah?” His name falls from my lips like a whispered prayer. Sawyer’s expression falls slightly, but he recovers quickly. 

	“He’s okay … as far as we know. He woke up briefly, and he’s having a CT scan and an MRI. The doctors think it’s just a bad concussion. He’ll need some stitches and some time off, but he’s okay … both of you are.” Squeezing my hand tighter, he chokes out the words as his own tears fall. I can’t imagine what this was like for him. 

	“Sawyer, I’m sorry … I know this must be your worst nightmare come true.” 

	He shakes his head and scoots as close to me as he can get, leaning his head against mine. “No, my worst nightmare would have been if I’d gotten there a second later. You’re safe, Princess, and so is Noah. That makes everything right in my book.” 

	I feel safe curled up with Sawyer, especially since I can’t be with Noah right now. “What about Ryan? Please tell me he’s okay?” 

	“Yeah, Ryan is fine. He feels awful, but he’s okay. It looks like Sara had a few friends helping her out. I don’t know much, just that they’ve both been arrested pending further investigation.” 

	“What kind of friends would help someone do what she did?” I’m furious—for all of us, Sara included. They should have gotten her psychological help. 

	“I don’t know, I’m just glad Mac got her. I only hate you got shot in the crossfire,” he says with a reluctant sigh. 

	“I was shot?” 

	“It’s technically a superficial gunshot wound. The bullet went through her and grazed your arm. The doctors cleaned it, gave you a tetanus shot, and started antibiotics. You don’t even need stitches … just wound care. God, Princess, you were so fucking lucky tonight.” His pained words send shivers through my body. We were all lucky, except for Sara. 

	“I heard the shot. She had just put the gun against my head. Then there was a flash of red and nothing but blackness. I thought …” 

	Sawyer nods, understanding my unfinished sentence. “She almost did,” he whispers reluctantly. “When we pulled up, she was screaming at you. We used her distraction to inch closer. As soon as she put the gun to your head, Mac took the best shot he had. Fuck, I’m not sure I’ve ever been so scared.” His hands tremble in mine with the wavering of his voice. Gripping my hand tighter, he continues. 

	“The blood from her wound sprayed you, and when her body fell onto yours, I guess it knocked the wind out of you, or you passed out from the pain and shock. I’m not sure, it all happened so fast. J and Mac were checking Noah … I couldn’t.” His tears begin falling again, but this time he shakes his head and pushes forward. “I had to maneuver around them all, but Noah was almost directly in front of the door. We didn’t want to move him because of his head. I had to climb over Noah, without disturbing him, to get to the door so I could pull her off you. All the blood was hers, not yours. You’re perfect, Princess, and you’re still here with me.” 

	“I don’t care if Jesus Christ himself is in there with her, you’re going to let me in to see my sister!” Belle’s screams echo from the hall, and her tirade is the first thing to bring a small smile to my face. 

	Sawyer brings my hand to his mouth and kisses me softly, then drops another kiss to my forehead before standing to diffuse the situation so my pregnant best friend can calm down. 

	“Oh my God, Mel!” she cries out when she sees me. Her tear-streaked face tells me all I need to know about how scary this was for her. Darren waits by the curtain with Sawyer and gives me a small wave and a smile to match. The sadness in his eyes is unmistakable. 

	“I’m okay, Belle. Calm down, it’s not good for the peanut.” 

	“The peanut is just as worried as I am, and she’s manifesting her fear through me. Don’t ever do this to me again!” She climbs up and lies down next to me, crying as she hugs me fiercely. 

	“Belle, I’m sorry.” My mind is still a bit foggy, and I want to cry, but for some reason the tears aren’t coming. 

	“Sawyer, did they give me something? I feel … strange?” 

	He looks up with a half-smile and nods. “You probably will for a while. They gave you something to calm you down and it knocked you out immediately. Then they gave you some pain meds and antibiotics in your IV so they could clean your wound and run some tests. The doctor said you’ll probably be a bit out of it until tomorrow.” Sawyer is really keeping track of the details. I’m so thankful for him tonight. 

	“Belle, have you seen Noah?” 

	She looks up at me and wipes away her tears. “No, babe. I just got here, and you were my only priority.” 

	“Can you get someone to take me to him? Please?” I need to see him and make sure they’re not lying to me. 

	“His bed is right on the other side of yours, Princess. That’s why the curtain is pulled back in the middle. They’re supposed to wheel him back here after his tests. I couldn’t be in two places at once, so I managed to convince them to keep you both together.” 

	Darren wraps his arm around Sawyer’s shoulder and squeezes him tightly. “You did good, man.” Sawyer pulls him into a massive hug and sobs. The night is catching up to him; it’s heartbreaking to witness. 

	“Where are Jordan, Ryan, and Mac?” I’d really like to get eyes on everyone who was there tonight. I think it would make me feel a lot less apprehensive. 

	“Jordan is in the waiting room with Ryan, waiting for everyone to get here. Mac is still at the scene talking to the police.” 

	Poor Jordan, I hope this doesn’t mess with him. The two of them have been through so much already; I hate they’re going through it again. Sawyer runs his hands through his hair in frustration. He’s getting anxious Noah’s not back, too, I think. 

	 “You have no idea how scared I was tonight, Mel. I can’t lose you, and I’m glad that bitch is dead after what she did.” 

	“Belle …”

	“Don’t Belle me! You’re the other half of my heart and soul. I’d be lost without you.” 

	“Eh hem …” Darren fake-coughs to pull Belle’s attention to him. 

	“Don’t be so easily offended … you know what I mean. You’re all of that and a bag of chips for my romantic heart, but she’s it for my family and best friend side. I’ll never get another sister just like I’ll never get another you.” 

	Darren covers his heart and stumbles backward as if catching her love. It makes me giggle and for a split second takes my mind off what could possibly be taking them so long with Noah. 

	“I’m going to see if everyone is here and fill them in. Princess, do you need anything before I go?” 

	“No, thank you, Sawyer. I’m okay.” 

	“I’m going to go with him and let the two of you talk.” Darren says as he leans down and kisses Belle and then leans over and drops a kiss against my forehead. “Don’t scare us like that again,” he whispers before leaving. 

	“Are you really okay?” Belle asks softly after Darren and Sawyer leave the room. 

	“I’m not sure … I think so, but I can’t even think about myself until I know how Noah is doing. I poured my heart out to him tonight, Belle. Maybe I shouldn’t have. Maybe this is a sign I’m not supposed to get close to anyone.” 

	“Oh, Mel,” Belle says as she softly strokes my hair, “you deserve love as much as anyone, even more so. I’ve never told you the real reason I live by the motto ‘live today, like there’s no tomorrow’ but maybe it’s time.” 

	“I always assumed it was because that sums up who you are in a nutshell.” 

	She nods and squeezes my hand. “In part, yes. But the reason I live that way is because of you.” 

	“Me?” I’m surprised and more than a little curious. 

	With a sad smile, she continues, “You’re my sister, Mel, and a part of you died when you lost your mom. It took a while to get you over that hump of pain and sadness, but then you picked yourself up and went back on tour with Eli. Then, when your dad died, it was worse, and it took a lot longer to get you to recover, but you eventually did.” 

	“Okay …” I’m not quite following her, but maybe it’s because of the meds. 

	“I admired you for that, for picking yourself back up and moving on. I know you had a lot to deal with, but you made the best of it. It’s just … I also saw those dark days you lived before you moved on and the only thing I wanted for you was happiness. I promised myself, no matter what it took, I was going to try and keep your dark days to a minimum. So that’s when I adopted my motto.” 

	“Was I really that bad?” I whisper, leaning my head against hers. 

	“No, babe, you were that brave. I just wanted you to know that instead of dwelling on what you can’t change, you have to live for now. You did that tonight, Mel. When you told Noah how you felt, you were living for the moment. And if things had gone differently, you’d be so glad he knew how you felt before either of you were gone.” 

	“Thanks, Belle, I needed to hear that.” 

	“Anytime,” she says, snuggling in closer. “So how did Noah react to the news?” 

	A smile creeps onto my lips as I recall how happy he was. “He was thrilled.” 

	“That’s not a big surprise. He already gave you the stars, but if he could, I’m sure he’d give you the moon, too.” 

	“Ms. Greyson, how are you feeling?” A tall doctor with salt-and-pepper hair walks in, and Belle scrambles out of the bed and into the chair. 

	“Okay, a bit loopy. Mostly, I’m concerned about Noah.” 

	He smiles as he finishes putting on his gloves and walks to my bedside. He shines a light into my eyes and checks my monitors. “Do you remember me from earlier?” he asks, taking a seat on a rolling stool. 

	“No, I’m sorry.” 

	“Don’t be, you’ve had a rough night. I’m Doctor Martin, head of the emergency department. Mr. Weston and I are old friends.” 

	“You sent the cactus.” I state matter-of-factly, and he chuckles. 

	“Yes, I did. Now, let me fill you in on what’s been going on while you were napping. Noah has been asking for you. He’s as concerned for you, as you are him. But Noah is going to be fine, you both are. As a precaution, and as a favor, we’re keeping you both overnight for observation. The two of you were extremely lucky tonight.” 

	Noah is going to be fine; the doctor wouldn’t lie to me. Finally, I feel like I can breathe. 

	“I’ve had Noah taken directly upstairs to a private room. Your nurse will be in shortly to move you up there as well. People are already trying to sneak into the hospital for updates, so the sooner you’re out of the emergency department the better. Your vitals are stable and your gunshot wound is superficial. Once your medication wears off you’ll be a bit achy, but a few days of pain medicine and antibiotics should fix you right up.” 

	“And what about Noah?” 

	His eyes soften as they meet mine. “Noah received some stitches, staples, and has a pretty severe concussion. Fortunately, we found no brain swelling or bleeding on his scans, but he will need to take a month off from touring. Concussions are serious. Movement and light could aggravate his pain, he may be forgetful, irritable, emotional, anxious, have trouble sleeping, or sleep a lot. He may also become dizzy, especially during the first week or two. Plan on spending a lot of time with him and giving him more patience than normal. He’ll likely be frustrated because there’s nothing you can do to promote healing a concussion except taking it easy.” 

	“Noah’s going to hate that, but at least you two will get some one-on-one time,” Belle says optimistically. 

	“He can hate it all he wants. He’s alive and that’s all that matters. I’ll tie him to the bed if I have to.” My face flushes as I realize what I just said, but Dr. Martin only chuckles. 

	“You’re not the first woman to threaten that. Tomorrow, one of the hospital psychologists will be coming up to speak with the two of you. After a traumatic incident all of our patients go through an exit exam. It’s only precautionary. You’ll be given signs and symptoms to watch for, as well as treatment referrals and options if you feel you may need them.” 

	Great. Nothing like trying to figure out if I feel traumatized before what happened has sunk in. But Noah … he might be, so I need to keep an open mind. 

	“Okay, can I see Noah now? Please?” I’m not above begging at this point. 

	“Young love, I remember those days. You two take care of each other and tell Noah I’ll see him tomorrow before he’s discharged.” Dr. Martin opens the curtain, and a nurse enters pushing a wheelchair. 

	Jumping from the bed, I get a little dizzy and have to grab on to the bedrail for support. 

	“Mel, let us help you!” Belle chastises. 

	“Sorry, I didn’t realize I wouldn’t be okay.” 

	With their assistance, I get settled into the chair. 

	“I’ll be okay, Belle. Go tell everyone I’m fine and they’re moving me up to Noah’s room.” 

	“They already know.” Sawyer appears in the doorway looking even more ruggedly handsome, if it’s possible. And tired; he looks so freaking tired. “Darren is waiting for you in the lobby, Belle. Go home and get some rest.” 

	Belle hesitates but finally agrees with him. She leans down and hugs me gently. “I’ll see you tomorrow, get some sleep.” 

	“You, too, Belle. Thanks for being here.” 

	With a sad smile, she replies, “Thanks for not dying on me. That would have sucked.” 

	After the nurse tucks my IV bag in my lap, we start our journey to Noah’s room, with Sawyer walking alongside us. I’m used to his quietness, but it feels like Sawyer has a lot he’d like to say right now. 

	We take an elevator up several floors, when the doors finally open and we’re let out into a dim hallway. This floor looks like a hotel, not a hospital. The nurse pauses at a door at the end of the hall. 

	“Let me go inside and get rid of the visitors. They’ve been here longer than hospital policy allows.” When she steps inside, Sawyer releases a deep sigh. 

	“Sawyer, are you okay? You can talk to me, you know … about anything.” 

	“I’m not ready to talk but when I am, I promise I’ll talk to you. I’m so fucking grateful we got to you two in time. I don’t want to even think about what would have happened if we hadn’t.” 

	Reaching over, I pull his hand into mine and squeeze. “Me, either. You saved me tonight, Sawyer. You saved us … and I’ll never forget that.” 

	Sawyer’s parents come out of the room, and Karen immediately bends down and gives me a hug. “Amelia, sweetheart, I’m so glad you’re okay.” A fresh round of tears begins to trickle down her already tear-streaked face. 

	Owen pulls Sawyer into a hug and from the way Sawyer’s shoulders slump, it must be the first time he’s let his guard down all night. The overwhelming sadness pulling at my heart strings while watching them is surprising. This family has become everything to me in such a short period of time. 

	“Okay, time to get Amelia settled for the night.” 

	Karen releases me with the nurse’s words. “We’ll see you both tomorrow.” 

	Sawyer bends down and kisses the top of my head. “Night, Princess.” 

	“Goodnight, Sawyer,” I whisper softly, finding it hard to vocalize the words. All I want to do right now is see Noah, but part of me wishes I could stay with Sawyer to comfort him, too.

	The nurse pushes me into the dim room and closes the door behind us. Only the soft glow from a nightlight and light seeping out from the cracked bathroom door illuminate our way. 

	“Amelia?” Noah’s voice is barely a whisper, but my body floods with relief. 

	“Yes, Noah, it’s me. Can I spend some time with him please?” 

	“Of course, but not too long, you both need your rest. I’m going to go get your medicine and we’ll get you settled when I come back.” She pushes my chair next to his bed, and I reach for his hand, immediately bringing it to my lips. My tears are falling freely now that it’s just the two of us. I almost lost him tonight, and there’s no world where that would be okay. He’s my lifeline. 

	“Don’t cry, baby. I’m okay, but are you?” 

	“I’m fine, Noah, I was just so worried about you.” 

	Fuck the nurse. With one hand, I hold my IV bag and with the other, I hold on to the bedrail and climb into bed with Noah. I’m careful to squeeze in between him and the rail so I don’t move him, but right now I have to feel him against me. 

	After tucking myself in next to him, I lay my head over his heart. Even after everything, it sounds the same—strong and steady. It’s all I can do to choke down a sob; the last thing I want to do is upset him, but I’m so relieved. 

	“Mel … what happened to us tonight?” His words are soft and unsure. Maybe it’s for the best he doesn’t remember. 

	“We had an accident, Noah, but we’re both okay. What’s the last thing you remember?” 

	“Leaving the club, I think. I remember saying bye to Sawyer and J, but it’s all blank after that.” 

	That’s good, he hasn’t lost much time. Maybe it will come back to him, or maybe not. 

	A painful hiss falls from his lips, and I try to get up, but his words stop me. “Don’t, Mel, please stay. You’re the only thing taking my mind off the pain.”

	It’s not fair; after all he’s been through, he can’t even have medicine to numb the pain. His hand lies loosely on top of mine, but his breathing has slowed and I know he’s already sleeping again. I’m glad; he needs his rest, and I’m more than content listening to his heartbeat until the sun rises. 

	A few minutes later, someone sighs behind me; this nurse isn’t going to let me stay here any longer. “Come on, Ms. Greyson, I promise you won’t even miss him once your medication kicks in. Tomorrow you can go home and recuperate together.” 

	Her hand wraps around mine as she helps me out of the bed and into my own. At least we’re together in the same room. “You’ll be getting sleepy pretty quickly. If you need anything, just hit the call button here,” she says, showing me where it is before turning and leaving the room. She wasn’t joking; one minute I’m waiting for her to leave so I can crawl back into Noah’s bed and the next my lids are so heavy I can’t even keep my eyes open. 
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	“Stop!” 

	“Shh, Princess, it’s okay.” Warm hands close over mine, and my eyes flutter open as my heart continues to race. 

	“Sawyer?” The room is barely lit, but my eyes slowly adjust to the lighting. “What are you doing here?” My mouth is dry, my voice scratchy. He releases my hands and hands me a cup of water from the bedside table. The water is cold and feels amazing going down my throat.

	 “I’m not going anywhere. I didn’t convince them to admit you both for observation to leave you alone. I left you once tonight and look where it got us.” 

	“This isn’t your fault, Sawyer.” 

	“No, it’s not,” Noah croaks out from behind him. “Are you okay, Mel?” he asks softly, and Sawyer turns around and lifts a cup of water to his lips. Noah sips it slowly, and Sawyer remains at his side, helping him until he’s had his fill. Then they both turn to me expectantly. 

	“I’m fine. Just tired, I guess. I don’t know what woke me up.” 

	“You were screaming in your sleep,” Sawyer whispers as Noah’s eyes close again. 

	Poor Noah. 

	“I’m sorry. I don’t remember, but I didn’t mean to scare you, or wake Noah. I feel awful.” 

	“Don’t,” Sawyer says firmly as he sits next to me again. “He’s been awake off and on all night. His pain is keeping him up, not you. And even if you were keeping him awake, it’s how he’d want it. But he can’t be there for you in all the ways he’d like to be, so I’m the next best thing.” 

	In the shadows, I see the outline of a small smirk creeping up on the corner of his mouth. 

	“Always so pompous and yet somehow still a gentleman.” 

	He replies with a snicker, “I’m no gentleman.” 

	“Keep telling yourself that, Sawyer, but I’m starting to see the light,” I answer with a yawn. “What time is it?” 

	He reaches to the bedside table and clicks on his phone. “A little after four. Go back to sleep. It will almost be time to go home when you wake up.” He continues to look down at his phone, and I study his profile in the shadow of the light. He’s got the outlines of stubble growing in, and I bet he’d look even more handsome with a close beard. But it would cover that striking jaw line of his; that would be a damn shame. I may be in love with his brother, but Sawyer is still one of the best-looking men I’ve ever laid eyes on. 

	His eyes slowly meet mine and he looks at me expectantly. “Well?” he prompts, and I sit up a bit in bed. 

	“Does he know yet?” I whisper, hoping Noah can’t hear me. 

	With a slight shake of his head, he answers, “I don’t think so. He hasn’t said much. He’s mostly been moaning. It blows they don’t want to give him anything for pain for a few days other than acetaminophen.” 

	“How do we tell him that? And what about the police? They’re going to want to talk to him.” 

	“Shh, Princess, we’ll handle it. Tony is already handling the police. They won’t get near either of you until he says it’s okay. When Noah is ready, we’ll tell him … together. Okay?” 

	“Yeah, okay.” 

	“You know, Belle was right tonight,” he says suddenly.

	“About what?” 

	“About how bad it would have sucked if you would have died. Don’t ever do that, Princess, okay?” 

	“I’ll try my best.” 

	I’m tired, but as strange as it sounds, I’m also enjoying this special time with Sawyer. I’m sure it makes me a horrible person, but I love his vulnerable side. When he gets like this, all I want to do is bottle our time together and make it last forever. Someday, I hope he lets someone in enough to see this side of him all the time. She’ll be one lucky girl. 

	“Sawyer,” Noah calls out softly. Sawyer swivels his chair around and faces Noah, giving him all the attention he needs. 

	“Hey, Noah, what do you need?” 

	“Do we have security set up outside?”

	“No one is getting in here, Noah. The hospital is locked up tight. We’re good. I’m not letting anything else happen to you. I promise.” Sawyer reaches over and clutches Noah’s hand. I can’t see his face, but the way Sawyer’s shoulders slump defeatedly tells me all I need to know. He blames himself for what happened tonight, but it’s not his fault. 

	“You saved us, Sawyer. Stop thinking anything other than that because it’s the absolute truth. If you guys hadn’t come back, there would’ve been a completely different ending. One that would have sucked,” I joke lightly. He nods but keeps all his attention focused on Noah. 

	“Is everyone okay?” Noah asks, sounding a little more clearheaded than before. 

	“Yeah, man, everyone is good. You two will be discharged in a few hours, and then we can focus on the two of you getting better.” 

	I close my eyes and listen to the two of them talk about random things. The sounds of their voices comfort me as I fall back asleep. 
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	“Sawyer, it’s okay.” 

	“I wouldn’t do that to you, Noah. You have to know that.” Sawyers words are desperate, and I wonder what they’re talking about. I’ve got a feeling it has something to do with me, so I keep my eyes closed a bit longer. 

	“I do,” Noah replies softly. “Aside from Mel, you are the most important person in my life, Sawyer. Don’t ever forget that.” His words aren’t cautionary; they’re pleading with Sawyer to realize how much he means to Noah. 

	“I know, and no matter what you might think, I’m glad you found her. The two of you are sickeningly perfect together.” 

	“What I think, Sawyer, is you put up a brave front, but deep down inside you’re ready to settle down, too.” 

	Before Sawyer has a chance to reply, I yawn. I’m not sure why I feel the need to save him from answering Noah. When I finally open my eyes, the room is bright from the sun peeking through the blinds. 

	“Good morning, Sleeping Beauty,” Noah says with a small smile. 

	“Morning,” I answer, looking between him and Sawyer. Neither of them look great. “How do you feel today?” I ask, turning my gaze to Noah. He’s got a big bruise on the side of his face I didn’t see last night in the dark. It looks beyond painful, but I try not to focus on it because I’m sure he hasn’t seen it yet. 

	“My head hurts but I can’t sleep. I just want to go home and get into my own bed.” 

	“Did you get any sleep at all?” I ask, turning my attention to Sawyer. 

	“Sleep is for pussies. I’ll sleep when you two are home safe and sound.” 

	“Did someone mention pussy?” Wyatt asks with a forced smile as he peeks his head inside the door. 

	“What are you doing here so early?” Noah asks him. It’s only then I realize they’re still talking in low tones. Noah’s head must hurt worse than he’s letting on. 

	Wyatt shrugs and puts his hands in his pockets, propping himself at the foot of my bed. “I didn’t get to see any of you guys last night, and I didn’t sleep for shit. My best friend and his girlfriend were almost killed. Can’t blame a guy for wanting to see for himself they’re okay.” 

	Noah releases a frustrated sigh. “What aren’t you guys telling me?” 

	“Nothing, Noah. There’s nothing you need to know right now that you shouldn’t try to let come back to you organically.” 

	“Mel, I love you, but you’re a bullshit liar.” 

	Sawyer and Wyatt chuckle at his words and then Sawyer shrugs, deferring to me. “It’s your call.” 

	Great. Put it all on me. “Fine. But first, you two go out for a few minutes. Let me pee and make sure I’m not going to flash you all my ass. Then we’ll talk.” 

	“It is a mighty fine ass,” Noah quips, making us all laugh. 

	After they step into the hall, I gather my gown around me and make my way into the bathroom. At least the last time they came in to check my vitals they removed that stupid IV, so moving around is much easier. 

	After relieving myself and washing my hands, I go to Noah’s bed and climb in with him. He scoots to the side and wraps his arm around me, hissing with the movement. “Noah, it’s okay, I’ll go back to my bed. You really should stay still if you can.” 

	“The hell I will. I might not be able to do much, but if I have to lie in bed for a week or more, I’m going to at least be able to put my arms around my girl.” 

	“Okay,” I reply, kissing him softly before reaching across the table and grabbing my phone. It only takes a second for them to come back in after I text Sawyer it’s okay. 

	“It’s bad, isn’t it?” Noah questions after Sawyer and Wyatt perch themselves on my bed. 

	“It depends on your definition of bad,” Wyatt answers truthfully. 

	“What’s the last thing you remember?” Sawyer asks. 

	“Leaving the club with everyone. Mac and Ryan were checking the cars. After that, it’s all a blur.” 

	“We left. Me, J, and Mac. The cars were clear.” 

	I pick up where Sawyer leaves off. “There was someone screaming. Ryan told us to get in the car and call 911 while he went to check it out. You had me climb in first, and you were right behind me, but then …” I’m choked up even thinking about it. 

	“Then what?” Noah presses. 

	“Then she hit you on the back of the head with a gun. Split your head wide open and knocked you out cold.” I absolutely hate having to tell him this. 

	“Sara?” he whispers as he clutches me tightly. 

	“Yeah, it was Sara,” I confirm. 

	“Crazy bitch left you on the ground bleeding out.” Sawyer picks up my slack and continues the story. “She had Princess at gunpoint when we got back. Ryan hit the panic button as soon as the screaming started, so we turned around and came back. Sara was …” 

	“What, Sawyer?” Noah pleads. 

	“Damn, Noah, she was insane. She was about to kill her. Her finger was on the trigger, and the gun was pressed against Princesse’s head. I thought we were too late. I thought we were going to lose you both.” Sawyer takes a deep breath and moves to the window overlooking the city below. When he turns around, anger flashes in his eyes. 

	“She was almost successful. If Mac hadn’t taken the only shot he could get, this would be a different conversation. Even so, it was a long few minutes before we knew if Princess was okay. There was so much blood.” 

	Noah trembles against me as he begins to understand what Sawyer went through last night. Not only because of Sara but because of his past. 

	Sawyer continues, “After Mac shot Sara, her body flew into Princess with such force. There was so much blood everywhere. I had to get inside the car and pull Sara off her just to make sure she was alive.” 

	Noah grips me even tighter, but I still feel him shaking. “I’m okay, though. Just a superficial gunshot wound. It’s my battle scar,” I say, trying to lighten the mood a bit.

	“And Sara?” he asks tightly. 

	“She’s gone, Noah. I’m so sorry.” 

	Sawyer and Wyatt throw daggers at me with their eyes, and Noah exhales on a sob. He pulls me closer and kisses the top of my head repeatedly. “Don’t you ever be sorry for living, Mel. If it weren’t for me, you’d have never been put in that situation.” 

	“Fuck no. Don’t put that shit on yourself. Sara’s death is Sara’s fault. That bitch was crazy, and the tragedy here is she never got the help she needed before she died. But this isn’t something either of you could have prevented.” 

	“What he said,” Wyatt agrees, pointing to Sawyer. 

	There’s a knock at the door and Dr. Martin comes inside. 

	“Noah, you’re looking a bit better this morning. How’s the head?” 

	“Hurts but I’ll live.” 

	Dr. Martin smiles wide. “You sure will, which is a good thing because I need someone to feed me next Thanksgiving.” 

	Noah chuckles. “I’ve got your back, don’t worry.” 

	“I have some good news, Ms. Greyson. We received all the labs back from the deceased, and her blood is clear of any infectious diseases and STIs. You won’t need any long-term antibiotic therapy or drug protocols. You got lucky.” 

	“I don’t understand,” Noah says, confused. Dr. Martin looks to Sawyer, realizing he may have said more than he should have. 

	“When Sara was shot, we were inches apart. Her body slammed into mine, that’s how I got the bullet wound. Her blood basically drained out of her onto me. Until Sawyer got her off.” I spare him the details about my eyes. He doesn’t need to know any of that. 

	“Motherfucker.” 

	I’m not sure I’ve ever heard Noah use that word in anger before, but I guess it’s appropriate for the circumstances. 

	Dr. Martin tries to ease the tense atmosphere. “I’ve written out all your discharge instructions and went over them with your parents and Sawyer this morning. I gave Amelia a breakdown of them last night. If you have any questions, you know how to reach me. Someone from psych will be down to ask you each a few quick exit questions and then you’ll be free to go home. Noah, you’ll need to follow up with a doctor or neurologist in the next week, but if you need anything in the meantime, you know how to reach me.” 

	“Thanks, Dr. Martin.” 

	“Always a pleasure, Noah, but next time let’s keep you out of my ER, okay?” 

	“Sounds like a plan.” 

	Dr. Martin turns back to me. “Ms. Greyson, do you have any questions?” 

	“No, Dr. Martin, but thank you.” 

	With a nod and a smile, he pats Noah on the leg and makes his exit. 

	“Sawyer, get Mel some fucking clothes and get us out of here. I’m done. Do whatever you have to do and get us the fuck out of here.” 

	Wyatt and Sawyer exchange concerned glances. I’ve never heard Noah talk like that to anyone except Sawyer the night he did drugs.

	“Mom’s got clothes for you both out in the hall,” Sawyer replies softly, obviously unsure how to deal with Noah’s mood. 

	“I’ll get them,” Wyatt offers, and pops out into the hall. 

	“It’s going to be okay, Noah,” I try reassuring him, but he shrugs me off. 

	“None of this is even close to being okay, Mel. Not by a longshot.” 

	When Wyatt brings the clothes back in, he and Sawyer leave quickly so we can get changed. Noah hisses as he tries to sit up. 

	“Here, let me help you.” I offer him my hand, and he looks up at me with tear-filled eyes. 

	“I should be helping you, not the other way around. I fucking failed you last night. I’m so sorry.” Noah’s shoulders shake with uncontrolled sobs, breaking my heart. Crouching in front of him, I lift his head and cup it in my hands, carefully avoiding his bruise. 

	“Don’t do this, Noah. You could never fail me. You pushed me into the car, you covered me with your body, protected me from what was coming, even if you didn’t know it. This isn’t your failure, Noah, it’s just something that happened. We’re still here and we’re okay. A little worse for the wear, but both alive. Don’t use this as an opportunity to push me away. Not after I bared my heart to you last night.” 

	Pressing our lips together softly, I use my thumbs to wipe away his frustrated tears. I’ve never seen him like this. I know the doctor said he could be emotional, and I’ve got all the patience in the world for this man. “I love you, Noah, and we’ll handle this together. Let’s just get home, okay?” 

	He presses his lips against mine and hugs me close. I’m trying to not lose my balance as I let go of his face and reach around his waist to hug him back. 
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	Belle’s Post-Shooting Update

	Slammers! 

	It’s your girl Belle with your latest update on Noah and Mel. As you’re well aware by now, Noah Weston and Amelia Greyson, were in an altercation last night, along with their bodyguard Ryan Goodall. Thankfully, they’re all going to be fine with some TLC. 

	As you may have already heard, there was also a fatality at the scene. The identity of the person is being withheld until their family is notified, but rest assured it is not a member of BAD or anyone from their family or crew. 

	I’ll give you more updates as they’re available, but please take a few moments today to hug your loved ones tightly. Crazy things happen in this world, and none of us are exempt from them. 

	Live today like there’s no tomorrow. 

	Xs and Os 

	Belle
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	We’re In This Together

	When we left the hospital, Sawyer and Wyatt pushed our wheelchairs side-by-side while Noah and I held hands the whole way to the car. Times like these are when I really hate the media. As soon as we’re pushed outside, paparazzi and fans are screaming, yelling, and crying as they try to get Noah’s attention. Poor guy is wincing like crazy. Can’t they tell he’s in pain? 

	Noah is one of the most generous celebrities I’ve ever met. He never has an issue talking to fans or stopping for selfies or autographs. He might be ready to live his life, but he knows he owes his success to the people who buy his albums, and he’s never once acted above them. But today, for the first time in all this madness, I find myself wishing they would just leave him alone. 

	A few reporters are trying to get my attention because I’m a story now, too, but I’m good at ignoring them—I have for years—and the only person I want to give a statement to has a direct line to BAD’s fan base at her fingertips. After security ushers us safely into the car and we pull away from the hospital, Noah releases a loud sigh of relief. 

	“Police escorts?” I say to no one in particular as I notice them all around us. 

	“After last night, they want to be sure you get home safe. I’m sure they’d like a statement, too, but Tony is waiting at the house to make sure that doesn’t happen until you’re ready,” Sawyer answers as he drives. 

	“Why are you driving?” 

	“You’re just full of questions, huh, Princess?” I catch his smirk in the rearview mirror, but he schools it quickly. “Mac and Ryan wanted to be here, but I told them to wait at the house. They both feel bad and they’ve been through a lot.” 

	Noah squeezes my hand with a sad look on his face. I didn’t really think about the fact Mac killed someone last night—someone he actually knew and spent time with, even if she was crazy. 

	“Do they have families? Mac and Ryan?” I don’t know why I’m suddenly so chatty, but I feel like conversation is important right now. 

	“Not locally. Mac’s family is in Washington, and Ryan’s is in Arizona. Both of them have been with us for years, and I think they’re looking forward to having some downtime to date and stabilize their lives a bit,” Wyatt answers.

	“Are they going to be out of a job?” My high-pitched tone makes even Noah chuckle lightly. 

	He brings my hand to his lips and kisses it tenderly. “No, babe, we’ll still need security even if we’re not touring. They’ve agreed to stay with us for the immediate future.”

	Knowing they’ll be around makes me feel much better. That was one of the worst things about losing my dad: knowing everyone was out of a job. 

	“Penny for your thoughts?” Noah says softly, and I shake myself out of my funk. 

	“They’re not worth that much.” 

	He squeezes my hand tighter. “They’re worth a million times that. Come on, Mel, tell me what you’re thinking.” 

	“I was just remembering how after my dad died the staff and crew were all suddenly out of work. I felt awful and made sure they were all paid for a full year.” 

	“That was generous.” 

	This topic is not my favorite; I’m going to get choked up if we keep talking about it. “No, it was necessary. They were family and they lost their patriarch. It was hard on everyone.” 

	The car is suddenly quiet but not uncomfortably so. I enjoy the silence before we get back to the house and are bombarded with well wishes and questions. Sooner than I’d hoped for, Sawyer turns the car up the drive and he and Wyatt help us out of the car. I’m fine, I don’t need help, but I accept it hoping Noah will be as gracious. 

	Tony is waiting on the front porch and when he sees the detective behind us step out of his car, he jumps into action. Tony walks briskly to the detective’s car, engaging him in conversation. I’m beginning to see Tony is worth his weight in gold. 

	“You’re here!” Karen exclaims happily with fresh tears running down her cheeks. 

	“Shh, Mom, my head,” Noah tells her as he hugs her tightly. Rory, Diane, Owen, Mac, and Ryan are all sitting at the table, and they look exhausted. Belle, Darren, Anna, and Eli are all on the couch. 

	“Eli? What are you doing here?” 

	He rises and walks over to me, pulling me into his warm embrace. “I just got you back into my life and you almost get yourself killed. Where else would I be? Did you tell him?” 

	Eli being here makes this whole thing real. It suddenly hits me how lucky we were last night. My tears begin to fall as I hug him back. “Yeah, I did, and I should thank you for pushing me. If last night had gone differently …” 

	“Shh, it didn’t, and that’s all that matters. Noah, how are you feeling?” Eli asks as he steps back and Noah slides his arm around my waist. 

	“I’ve seen better days, but I’ll live. Thanks for coming, I know it means a lot to Mel.” 

	Eli shoves his hands in his pockets and shrugs; he looks so much like the teenage boy I fell in love with in this moment. “I’m just hoping for a fresh slate for all of us from here on out. I’ve missed my best friend.” 

	Noah releases me and extends his hand to Eli in a warm gesture of friendship. “You’re welcome anytime.” After Eli and Noah shake hands, Noah turns to the group. “Look, I know you’re all here because you love us and you were worried about us, but we’re fine. I do want to go lie down and talk to Mel for a bit. We can catch you all up on details later. Ryan, Mac, will you come to my room with us for a minute?” 

	Mac and Ryan both wear impenetrable gazes, I’ve got no idea what they must be thinking or what Noah wants to talk to them about. Noah leads the way and kicks off his shoes the second he crosses the threshold into his room. Our room. I need to get used to that. 

	“Boss, I’m so sorry,” Ryan begins with remorseful eyes. 

	“Stop. Don’t even go there. I wanted a minute alone with you both to let you know how much I appreciate you putting your lives on the line for us. Last night was a situation we should have never been in. Both of you went above and beyond the call of duty, and I appreciate it more than you could ever know.” 

	“But boss, if I wouldn’t have left you, she wouldn’t have gotten to you,” Ryan counters, clearly upset by the evening’s events. 

	“Or she would have gotten to you first. She caught us all off guard and we all fell into her trap. What if that hadn’t been Sara’s friends? What if some girl was being raped and murdered over behind that dumpster and we all ignored it out of fear for our own safety? I don’t know about you, but I’d feel pretty fucking shitty about that.” 

	God, I love this man. 

	“Now, stop feeling guilty. You’re both getting raises. Sara isn’t a threat anymore and while I’m out of commission, I want you both to take some time off. Especially you, Mac. Where’s your head at after what happened last night?” 

	Mac looks him square in the eye, but his stoic expression never falters. “I did what I had to do. It’s part of the job. Would I rather not have it on my conscience? Sure. But I’d do it again in a heartbeat. She was seconds away from killing Mel.” 

	Noah pulls out two business cards from his pocket and hands one to each man. “Dr. Martin recommends this therapist. I’ll take care of the bill, but you both need to go see her at least once, or as many times as you need to be okay with what happened. It’s not a suggestion, either. I want a note from her stating you saw her and you’re cleared for duty.” 

	With mutual nods of understanding, they both turn to leave. 

	“Guys, wait,” I call out behind them, and they turn back around. First, I pull Ryan into a quick hug. “Thank you.” Tears flood my eyes as he squeezes me back and when I hug Mac, they’re streaming down my cheeks. “You saved our lives last night … somehow thank you doesn’t seem like enough.” 

	Mac clears his throat while hugging me back. “It’s more than enough. The fact you’re here to tell the tale is everything. I feel bad about Sara, but I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself if something had happened to either of you,” he manages to say over the lump in his throat. 

	When they leave, Noah releases an exhausted sigh. “Lay with me?” 

	As if I’d deny him. 

	“Can I get you anything first?” I ask as I kick off my shoes. 

	“Right now, I just need you in my arms.” 

	After Noah makes himself comfortable, I climb into bed and wrap my arms around him. Noah’s fingers glide through my hair as we lay together in silence. When Noah looks up at me with tears streaming down his cheeks, my heart breaks into a million pieces. 

	“Talk to me, Noah,” I plead with him softly, staying mindful of his headache. He reminds me of a wounded child the way he clings to me and cries. I wish I could take all his pain away. 

	“I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel,” he finally admits as his eyes meet mine. “I’m relieved we’re alive, I’m so happy you weren’t hurt more than you were, I’m pissed at Sara, but even worse, I’m sad she’s gone and I don’t know how to process that fact.” 

	“Maybe you just have to let it sink in. You’re injured and your emotions are all over the place right now. But Noah, no matter what, you cared about her once, and even though she ended up having issues, you’re allowed to grieve no matter what anyone thinks.” 

	“I don’t want to grieve for her, Mel!” As he screams, he grabs his head and I release him from my arms. Noah’s never yelled at me before; I’ve only ever heard him yell at Sawyer. “Shit,” he hisses through his teeth, and his eyes are closed when I look over at him. I know he needs time and I shouldn’t take things personally, but I do. 

	There’s a soft rap at the door. Saved by the bell. 

	Jordan pops his head in as he opens the door. “Hey, I just wanted to come by and see how you’re doing.” The relief in his eyes is evident, and I use the opportunity to get a few minutes to myself. 

	“Come in, Jordan. I was just going to go see Belle for a little bit. Why don’t you keep Noah company for a while?” 

	“Sure, I can do that, no problem,” he replies with a grateful smile. After closing the door behind me, I walk up the hall and knock on Darren’s door before taking a chance with the masses. 

	“Come in,” Darren calls out. When I open his door, he and Belle are sitting with their heads together, browsing a baby catalog. I’m so glad they’re doing something normal and not hovering around like everyone else. 

	“What’s wrong?” Belle asks, patting the bed beside her. 

	“Nothing,” I answer on a sigh. 

	“Liar,” she retorts, earning a laugh from Darren. 

	“It’s nice to see her call other people out on their shit,” he says, still chuckling. 

	“Seriously, it’s not a big deal. Noah is emotional and he snapped at me. I know it’s his injury but it hurt my feelings. I just needed a few minutes to regroup, that’s all.” 

	“Aww, you’re emotional, too. You’ve both been through a lot in the past twenty-four hours. He loves you, babe, he just needs some time to process things. Speaking of processing, Mama and Eli want you to call them when you’re up to it.” 

	“Eli left?” I feel bad I didn’t get to talk to him more. 

	“He finally left,” Darren grumbles. 

	“Stop. Eli’s a good guy when he wants to be. He came back here with us from the hospital. He wasn’t about to leave until he saw you for himself.” From Belle’s tone, I can tell she’s forgiven Eli, too. 

	“That’s sweet. I’ll text him later and thank him. Tell Mama I’ll call her as soon as I’m up to it, but give her my love.” 

	“Look, Noah’s my boy, so I have to ask … you don’t want Eli back, do you?” 

	The look of horror on my face must answer his question because he throws up his arms in mock surrender. “Okay, don’t freeze me with your icy glare. I just wanted to be sure Noah didn’t have anything to worry about.” 

	Belle whacks him on top of the head with her baby catalog and answers for me, “You fool. Amelia would never leave Noah for Eli or anyone else.” 

	“Not ever,” I confirm, suddenly feeling emotional. “So … what are you guys looking at?” I ask, hoping to change the subject. 

	Belle smiles sheepishly. “Nursery themes. I love baby Winnie the Pooh and Sesame Street Babies.” 

	“And I like the baby zoo animals and the celestial-themed one with stars and moons,” Darren adds, pointing them out as he hands me the catalog. 

	“They’re all cute,” I say, flipping through the pages until I come to one that makes me pause. “If it were me, I’d get this one.” I point at the one I like and pass it back. 

	“Dr. Seuss?” Darren questions curiously. 

	“I love Dr. Seuss, but that’s specifically from Oh, the Places You’ll Go!, the best Dr. Seuss book. It’s all about how your future is what you make of it and how you can do anything you set your mind to. It’s one of my all-time favorite books.” 

	“I always thought his books were creepy. Just because you can rhyme doesn’t make it less weird with all those imaginary characters drawn in them.” Darren shudders while reminiscing. 

	“Well, maybe it will be easier for you to pick a theme once you know what you’re having. When do you find out?” 

	“Next month,” Belle answers excitedly. “But we already know it’s a girl. I just feel it.” 

	“What do you think, Darren?” I ask. 

	“I’ll be happy with whatever, but the thought of a mini Belle running around is pretty cool.” 

	“Have you guys talked at all about logistics? Where the baby is going to be born and where you’ll live? What you’ll do while the guys wrap up the tour?” 

	Belle bites her bottom lip; I can tell they haven’t from the look in her eyes. 

	“What’s there to talk about? Belle is touring with us the last three months for Slammed. The baby should be here then so the baby will be on the bus with us,” he answers like it’s a no-brainer. Belle doesn’t look as thrilled with the idea. Since I opened Pandora’s box, I’m going to excuse myself. 

	“Alright then, I’m going to let you talk and go check on Noah.” 

	“Let me know if you need anything,” Belle calls out behind me. 

	I pause outside our door and take a deep, steady breath. When I walk inside, I’m surprised to see Sawyer and Noah lying in bed together, both napping. Seeing them together reminds me what a huge part of each other they really are. The fact they’re twins makes their relationship that much more intense. It makes me happy but sets me off-kilter a bit as well. I realize they’ve never been apart. And I wonder how that will work when they find love and get married. Will they always want to live together? How will they function being apart? It’s too much to think about right now. Backing out quietly, I make my way into the kitchen for some water. 

	It’s quiet out here; everyone must be recovering from last night. There’s a large photo album on the table, and I take it with me to the couch so I can look through it. The opening page says “Noah and Sawyer” on it. It starts off with pictures of Karen and Owen when they were probably my age at a baby shower. God, her belly was huge! 

	It immediately moves into hospital photos of them with the twins right after they were born. They were so tiny. I bet it was almost impossible to tell them apart at first. Soon enough, you can see their differences. It seems Noah’s hair has always been lighter, and Sawyer’s smile looks like it’s always had a devilish hint to it. Their matching outfits make them even cuter and although they aren’t identical, I’m not sure I’d have been able to resist dressing twins the same, either. 

	I’m lost in the album when someone sits down next to me. When I look up, Noah puts his arm around me. 

	“What are you doing up?” 

	“Better question, why aren’t you in bed with me?” he asks as his fingers trace a photo of him and Sawyer on their third birthday. 

	“You and Sawyer were knocked out. I wanted to let you guys sleep. You both had a rough night last night. I was going to come back to check on you in a little while, but I got distracted with these pictures.” 

	“I told you I’d show you pictures that night on the beach. My mom must have been feeling sentimental and taken the album out of the office. I’d love to see your childhood pictures. Do you have any?” 

	That’s a complicated answer but one I owe him. “I do … Some of them are in my storage, but the bulk of them are at the house.” 

	“The house? Whose house?” he asks cautiously. 

	“Mine … my parents’ … the one in Bel Air,” I admit sheepishly. 

	“Jesus, Mel. You still have their house? Weren’t you living in a one-bedroom apartment?” His shocked tone isn’t surprising; I’m sure I’d react the same. 

	“I was. I haven’t been inside the house since a few days after his funeral. Until she died, my grandma took care of the staff, the details. Now, I do … sort of. I have a property management company I pay to keep up on everything. Landscaping, monthly cleaning, those kinds of things. But the inside is basically a museum. Nothing has been changed since my mom died.” 

	“That long?” 

	With a shrug, I reply, “I know it sounds silly, but my dad couldn’t bring himself to go there after we lost her. If we needed something, someone brought it to us. Then, after he died, I went back and dropped some things off and picked a few things up, but it was just so empty I couldn’t stand it. We never spent a lot of time there, anyway. Well, I didn’t. My grandma’s house was where I spent most of my time. That house was more of a hideaway for my parents.”

	Noah lifts my hand to his mouth and kisses it sweetly. “I’d be happy to go with you, Mel. If you ever want to … well … just go and remember the good times.” 

	“Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind. I’m not ready yet, but someday I will be, and I’ll need you by my side.” 

	“Anytime, anywhere, you know that,” he answers with a yawn, which is sort of funny since Sawyer walks in at the same moment yawning. 

	“You guys could have woken me up. I didn’t mean to keep you out of your room,” he says as he moves into the kitchen and starts taking food out of the refrigerator. 

	“You didn’t. I woke up and wanted to see where Mel went. I found her looking through our baby pictures,” Noah tells him with a chuckle. 

	“Tell him the truth, Princess. I was the cuter twin, don’t you think?” Sawyer flashes a devilish smile my way, and I get the feeling by Noah’s groan this has been an ongoing battle for a long time. 

	“Don’t encourage him, Mel,” Noah cautions. 

	“Hmm … well … let me see,” I tell them as I look through some more pages. “You both were pretty cute, and those matching outfits are sort of like the icing on the cake. I’d say you’re equally adorable.” 

	“She’s just being nice because she’s your girlfriend. We all know I’m the hotter brother,” Sawyer replies in a teasing tone. 

	“Hotter, I’m not so sure. Pain in my ass, most definitely. I’m going to go lie down for a while. You coming, Mel?” 

	Closing the photo album, I look up into Noah’s eyes. We really need some alone time. 

	“You guys want some sandwiches? They’ll be ready in about ten minutes,” Sawyer offers before we leave. 

	“I’m pretty hungry, I could eat.” I didn’t realize it until he offered food, but I’m starving. Noah takes my hand in his and I stand quickly. I don’t want him exerting himself by pulling me up. 

	“Yeah, come get us when they’re done. I’m hungry, too,” Noah adds. 

	“Sure thing,” Sawyer answers, getting back to his sandwich making. 

	Once we’re lying together in bed, I feel like I can finally breathe for the first time today. We’re still holding hands, both of us lost in our own thoughts. I can’t imagine how conflicted Noah must be. I want to talk to him about it, but I’d rather he heal physically before delving into the emotional mess he’s likely struggling with on the inside. 

	“What are you thinking about?” he whispers, as if reading my mind. 

	A warm feeling rushes over me as I suddenly realize how blessed I am that he’s even here with me right now to be able to ask me that question. “Too many things to even narrow down.” My reply is evasive but truthful … to an extent. 

	“Yeah, I know the feeling,” Noah replies as his eyelids flutter closed. After a few minutes, his hand loosens and soon falls from mine. A soft snore escapes from his mouth; even that brings a smile to my face. 

	With a soft knock on the door, Sawyer sticks his head in and whispers, “Come eat.” 

	I hold up a finger indicating I’ll be there in a minute, and he nods as he steps back out into the hall. I’m hungry but also enjoying watching Noah sleep. It’s rare when I get the opportunity to do this. When he sleeps, he’s truly peaceful; there’s no fear or worry marring his beautiful features. Even though Noah is one of the most worry-free people I’ve ever met, the past week or so since Sara reappeared gave me an insight to how deeply he feels things. 

	Noah would do anything to protect the people he loves—they all would. Seeing the band and their crew jump into action and do all they can to step up and band together during all of this is enlightening. It’s not often people have true friends they can count on like this. I’ve only had Belle for years, and now the guys—Eli, too, of course. 

	My phone vibrates in my pocket and when I pull it out, I have a text message from Sawyer. When I open it, it’s a video clip of “Eat It” by Weird Al Yankovic. I carefully slip out of bed, covering my mouth to stifle my laugh. 

	When I walk into the kitchen, Sawyer is sitting at the table looking up at me with a knowing smile. 

	“Weird Al, really?” 

	With a shrug, he replies, “What? It worked, didn’t it? You need to keep up your strength, Princess. After you eat, I’ll help you swap out your dressing.” 

	I hadn’t even thought about my dressing. 

	“Thanks, I could use some help with that. This looks good … are you normally such a master sandwich maker?” 

	“Practice makes perfect. We fend for ourselves a lot on the bus, as you’ve seen firsthand. I’ve learned a few tricks over the years, I guess. Food on the road gets so repetitive after a while, but you know this already … you’ve lived the life.” He takes a bite of his pickle and passes me a bag of chips. 

	Noah’s plate sits waiting; I wish he were up to eating it. “It’s really quiet still. Where is everyone?” 

	“I sent all the non-essentials home. They’ll be back tomorrow. Everyone else is in their rooms catching up on sleep.” 

	“Who do you consider a non-essential?” I ask, trying not to choke on my sandwich. I’ve never heard him refer to anyone that way before. 

	“My parents, Rory, Diane, anyone who is just going to sit here and hover over you guys. After what went down last night, I figured we all needed some time to regroup. J’s in the room he has here. I wanted him close after it all. I’m pretty sure he took his anti-anxiety meds and crashed.” 

	The look in Sawyer’s eyes right now is hard for me to accurately describe. Maybe a cross of concern and love? He’s different today, probably because he’s in caretaker mode and his defenses are down. But I’m pretty sure I’m seeing who Sawyer could be if he’d only let people in. 

	“You didn’t have to do that. We would have dealt with them. I’m sure they’re just worried.” 

	He throws his crumpled napkin onto his plate and leans back against his chair. “Maybe I’m selfish. I didn’t want to deal with them, either. My mom started throwing the past into the present and I just can’t handle that shit right now, you know?” 

	“Of course, but they only do it because they love you, Sawyer. You’re lucky to have people around you who do.” My words come out softer than I mean for them to, but for some reason, especially today, I miss my parents. 

	We sit in silence for a bit as I finish my sandwich. Sawyer is fidgety, like he doesn’t know what to do with himself. “Sawyer, if you want to talk about it, you know … like, ever, not necessarily now … I’m here.” 

	He tugs his lip ring into his mouth and quickly releases it. Memories of our kiss flood my mind as I stand up and grab Noah’s plate. “Do you want to help me with that bandage now?” I ask, trying to take my mind off the sudden flashback. 

	“Sure, lead me to the exam room.” 

	With a laugh, Sawyer follows me into the bedroom, where we find Noah sitting up on the edge of the bed holding his head. “Hey,” he croaks, barely moving his head enough to look up at me. 

	After placing his sandwich on the nightstand, I grab his bottle of water and the acetaminophen next to it. “Maybe we should take you back to the doctor.” 

	He reaches for the pills I just poured into my hand and takes them. “I’ll be fine. Dr. Martin said the first few days would be rough.” His firm tone leaves no room for argument. “What are you guys doing?” 

	“I’m going to change her bandage,” Sawyer states and walks toward the bathroom. Noah’s eyes are filled with sadness when they meet mine. 

	“Yeah, that makes sense. How often do you have to change it?” Noah reaches for his plate and takes a bite of his pickle. 

	“Twice a day until I have my follow-up appointment.” 

	With a slight nod, he turns his attention to his food and I follow Sawyer into the bathroom, leaving the door wide open so Noah has a clear view of us. I really wish I could do this myself. 

	Sawyer hisses as he removes the bandage, as if it’s hurting him. “You okay, Sawyer?” Noah calls from the bed. 

	“I’m fine,” he grumbles as he quickly tosses away the old bandage. 

	I catch sight of my wound in the mirror. It’s nasty looking—oozing and raw—with the surrounding tissues black and blue. It’s going to leave one hell of a scar, I don’t even know how many layers of skin are missing, but it’s probably going to take a while to grow back. I decided not to take any of the pain pills I got from the hospital. My teeth clench, and I suck in air through them as Sawyer pats the wound and covers it with the antibiotic ointment. 

	“Why didn’t you take your meds?” The pissed-off tone in his voice is evident and before I know it, Noah is standing next to me with his water and my pills. 

	“I’m fine. You two need to stop mothering me. I don’t want the medicine, okay?” 

	“Nope, not okay,” Sawyer snaps back as Noah takes a more human approach.

	“Why, Mel? They don’t just give out pain pills like candy anymore. You wouldn’t have gotten them if they didn’t think you needed them.” 

	These two are impossible. 

	“If you can’t have meds, I don’t need them, either. Your injuries are worse than mine.” 

	Sawyer wraps the gauze around my arm, and I can’t help but flinch; it stings like a bitch. 

	“Different injuries, different treatment. Take the pills, Mel,” Noah insists, and I give in. Not only because I really am in pain but because he’s clutching the counter with white knuckles, doing his best to stay upright while trying to take care of me the only way he can right now.

	After I swallow the pills, Sawyer tapes my arm and throws away the trash. Sawyer then helps Noah back to bed, and I close the door so I can use the restroom. When I’m finished, I look at myself in the mirror as I wash my hands. I look like death warmed over. It’s only afternoon, but I suddenly feel like I could sleep for a week. 

	Sawyer is gone and the door is closed when I come out of the bathroom. “Do you need anything, Noah?” 

	“Just you. Come get some rest.” With a yawn, I crawl in next to him and wrap myself in his embrace. “Next time, take the pills, babe. It will make it easier on Sawyer if you’re not in pain while he changes your bandage.” 

	“Easier? I didn’t think I was being difficult.” 

	“Did you ask for his help?” Noah’s voice has an edge to it; if I didn’t know better, I’d think he was jealous. 

	“No, he offered. Since you can’t help right now, and Belle is squeamish, I took him up on it.” 

	“So is he,” Noah murmurs. 

	“He’s what?” 

	“Squeamish, big time. Sawyer hates seeing even a papercut. He’s been this way since before he ever walked into J’s house that day. But Sawyer is good about doing things he hates for the people he cares about.” Noah brushes my hair away from my face as I let his words wash over me. 

	“I feel awful. I didn’t know …” 

	“It’s okay, Mel, he wouldn’t have offered if he were unwilling.” 

	Looking deeply into his eyes, I confess some of what I haven’t told him yet. “Last night, when Sawyer pulled me from the car, there was blood everywhere. He pulled off his shirt and used it to clean my face, my eyes … I couldn’t see. Then he held it to my wound to keep it from bleeding. We were both covered in blood at that point. The whole situation was a nightmare, but now I know he’s got issues … I mean, I figured he might but not to this extent.” 

	Noah hugs me close and kisses me gently. “I’m sorry I wasn’t the one who helped you, and I’m so sorry my past nearly got you killed. I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to make this up to you, Mel, I promise.” 

	“Just love me, Noah, and never let me go. Last night wasn’t your fault, but it was a wakeup call. I don’t want to waste another minute of my life, especially where we’re concerned. The next month is going to give us plenty of time to do things and get to know even more about each other, and I can’t wait.” 

	“That I can do easily. Not loving you has never been an option. I meant what I told Rory … from the minute you told Sawyer off at The Greek I knew there was something special about you.” 

	I nestle my head into the crook of Noah’s arm and fall asleep to the sound of his heartbeat in my ear and his fingers playing with my hair. 
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	By the time I wake up, it’s dark outside. Noah is fast asleep next to me and even though I try, I can’t fall back asleep. My mind is running a million miles a minute with no direct cause. It’s all just a rampant mashup of fleeting memories of my parents, our house, my grandma, Eli, Belle, and Sara; it’s making me anxious. 

	Finally, I reach over and grab my phone from the table. After propping myself up on some pillows, I adjust myself, hoping to block the glow of my phone from Noah. He finally seems to be resting peacefully, and I don’t want to disturb him. 

	As I browse through my emails, I groan in frustration. There are so many media requests for exclusive stories from my perspective as Noah’s girlfriend, as the New York Times Bestselling Author, as the daughter of Joey and Iris Triton, and of course, someone even pulled the “official BAD biographer” card. I’m not even going to waste my time answering them and likely never will. This is Noah’s story to tell if he ever decides he wants to. 

	Belle and I end up texting back and forth for a bit, but I’m still restless. As I scroll through my earlier text messages, I realize I never replied to the video Sawyer sent me with one of my own. “Thank You” by Dido seems appropriate to get my point across. I’m appreciative for him and how he’s helping us and me. Between saving me, staying with me, feeding us, and even helping with my wound, Sawyer has stepped up again and again. Knowing Sawyer cares about me enough to help me repeatedly comforts me in a way I didn’t expect. If there’s anyone who surprises me at every turn, good or bad, it’s Sawyer. Life will never be boring when he’s around. 

	When all is said and done, I spend most of the night reading while curled up against Noah’s side. He sleeps soundly through the night; it’s a relief after his painful night in the hospital. The rise and fall of his chest keeps me calm as I watch over him. The man I love was almost killed. I know I haven’t even come close to processing what happened, but as long as I have Noah by my side, nothing else matters. 

	Sawyer never texts me back, but I didn’t really expect him to. He knows I appreciate him and I’m here for him if he ever needs the favor returned. Who would have thought when all of this started that Sawyer and I would end up becoming close friends? 
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	Belle’s Pre-Holiday Update

	Slammers! 

	It’s your girl Belle, and I’ve got the latest 411 on your BAD boys! Even though I’m your official BAD source, I’m not going to re-hash what has been filling your TV and computer screens for days. If you want details on the horrific events that happened over Thanksgiving, you can visit slammedinc.com and click on the exclusive on our home page. 

	That being said, let’s get to the good updates. Noah and Mel are healing well, and the tour is on track to start up right after the new year. These guys are excited to get back on the road and pick up where they left off. On the plus side, because of the holidays, there are only two weeks of shows that had to be canceled while Noah heals from his injuries. Those shows will still be happening, but they’re going to be tacked onto the end of the tour. If you were one of the cities affected, October will be your month for all things BAD. 

	Speaking of the holidays, since BAD is on a temporary hiatus, don’t expect any new updates unless something major happens. Instead, take this time and step away from social media. Enjoy your friends and family and remember why they’re so important to you. So many of us forget to slow down and take the necessary time to reflect on life and where we want to be as often as we should. Make yourself a priority this holiday season and take the time to enjoy every happiness. Life is too short to let it pass you by without being an active participant. Take time for you. 

	As always, don’t forget … Live today like there’s no tomorrow. 

	Xs and Os

	Belle
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	Making Amends

	The past few days have been great. Visitors were kept at a minimum, Sawyer stayed true to his word and kept the “non-essentials” in check. Noah was having fewer episodes of dizziness and stayed awake for longer periods of time. Light still bothered him some, as well as loud noises, but we were all able to talk at a normal volume, including him. Last night, he even sat in bed and lightly strummed his guitar. He’s been quiet and contemplative, but he never wants me to leave his side, either—almost like he’s afraid I’m going to disappear into thin air. This morning, however, I awoke to an empty bed, which is exactly why I’m freaking out right now. I’ve checked the garage, his office, our room, the front and back of the house, and I can’t find him anywhere. It’s raining outside, so I know he’s not at the beach. 

	“Jesus, Princess, what’s got your panties in a wad?” Sawyer asks as he walks out of the pantry with a pack of Pop-Tarts. 

	“Noah! Have you seen him? I can’t find him anywhere!” 

	He places his food on the counter and looks up at me. “What do you mean can’t find him?” 

	I throw my hands up in frustration. “Exactly that. I woke up and he was gone. No note, nothing. There’s no trace of him in this house. His wallet and keys are gone off the dresser. Where would he go, Sawyer?” Tears are building, and I’m trying to blink them back but it’s no use. I’m scared. 

	Sawyer is scanning through his messages, typing furiously on his phone. Belle and Darren shuffle out of their room sleepily to see what the commotion is all about. 

	“What’s wrong, Mel?” Belle asks softly as she wipes my tears away. 

	“Noah’s missing,” Sawyer snaps back angrily. “Wyatt and Noah aren’t answering their texts.” He puts his phone to his ear and makes a call. “Bethie … do you know where Wyatt is? Because him and Noah aren’t answering their phones or their texts and Noah is missing. Yeah … okay, thanks. I’ll let you know if they call me, too.” He slams his phone onto the counter, his frantic eyes meeting mine. “She hasn’t heard from either of them, but she’s going to try to reach them.” 

	“Why would he disappear?” Squeezing Belle’s hand, she winces. “Sorry, Belle.” 

	With a smile, she replies, “It’s okay, babe. Just remember this when I’m in labor and I need your hand.” My hand drops to her belly and I rub it softly. She’s got the tiniest little pooch, probably not even noticeable to anyone else except maybe Darren. Knowing the little peanut in there is growing safely away from her Auntie Mel’s freak out calms me down a bit. 

	“When was the last time you saw him? Did he say anything strange?” All eyes are on me as I think about Sawyer’s questions. 

	“We fell asleep in each other’s arms last night, and he didn’t say anything out of the ordinary. In fact, he was even playing his guitar last night.” 

	With a frustrated groan, Sawyer picks up his phone again. “Mac, I need you to track Wyatt and Noah’s phones. Target their GPS and let me know where they are ASAP. I’m sorry to interrupt your leave, but we really need your help with this … Yeah … Thanks, man.” 

	Belle rubs my arm softly. “I’m sure everything is fine, Mel. He probably just wanted to get some air and he and Wyatt took a drive.” 

	“But why wouldn’t he leave a note? Or text me? Or answer my calls?” 

	“I don’t know, babe, but I’m sure he has a reason. Trust him. He’s never given you a reason not to.” 

	Belle’s reply sets me off. “You think this is about trust? I’m worried about him, Belle! Until yesterday, he almost fell over every time he stood up and now he’s just out for a joyride? I don’t buy it. Something’s not right here.” 

	“I’m with Princess. This isn’t sitting right with me, either. Noah’s more responsible than this. But Wyatt is a different fucking story. He’d take any of Noah’s secrets to the grave if Noah asked him to.” Sawyer is cut off by his ringing phone, which he promptly answers. “What did you find?” He’s quiet for a minute and then his expression becomes furious. “Unfuckingbelievable. Yeah, I got it … No, it’s not necessary. If he doesn’t come back in an hour or two, I’ll have you check it out. Thanks.” 

	Sawyer grips the counter and blows out a breath before speaking. “They’re at a shopping center, both phones pinged to the same location. Only Noah would fucking get up and go Christmas shopping this early in the morning without saying a word.” Sawyer grabs his Pop-Tarts and his coffee and storms off to his bedroom, slamming the door behind him. 

	“You okay, Mel?” Darren asks as he wraps his arm around Belle. 

	“Yeah … sure. I’m sorry I snapped at you, Belle. I didn’t mean it.” 

	She looks up at me and shrugs “It’s okay. I could have worded it better. I know Noah isn’t like Eli, and I don’t think he ever will be. Maybe he wanted to get you a gift and thought he’d be back sooner.” 

	“Maybe. I’m going to go take a shower. You guys should go back to sleep. I’m sorry for waking you up like that.” 

	After letting my frustrated tears pour out into the shower, I throw on a pair of yoga pants and a t-shirt. I’m so emotional since the accident and I can’t shake it. I’m hoping it’s just the pain medication setting my moods off track and it’s not some sort of traumatic after-effect of what happened. Maybe I should make an appointment with the therapist just to be sure. If it doesn’t go away after I stop taking the medication, I will. 

	The house is quiet once again, and I hesitate before knocking on Sawyer’s door. The sounds of his guitar greet my ears and it’s the sweetest music. He’s singing along to the music, but I can’t hear the words, which is a shame; Sawyer is one of the most talented singers I’ve ever heard, even if he spent the last nine years avoiding showing off how beautiful his voice can be. This acoustic album really highlights his voice. It would keep him in the business for decades to come if he would allow himself to follow a different path. Noah could be right there with him, too. Where Noah has a raspier effect like Bob Dylan, Sawyer has a smooth flow like Eric Clapton. Together they’re a powerhouse but apart they could be legends in their own right. 

	Finally, I stop eavesdropping and knock on his door. “Come in,” he answers immediately, smiling when he sees me. His smile, when it’s genuine and not sinful it’s a sight for sore eyes. “Hey, Princess, what can I do for you?” 

	Holding up the small bag of medical supplies, I ask for his help. “I was hoping you could help out a damsel in distress?” 

	Laughing, he lays his guitar down on his bed and stands up, motioning for me to sit down. “Of course. I was raised to never leave a damsel in distress. Any news from Noah yet?” he asks as he spreads the antibiotic ointment over my wound. It’s slowly getting better but still stings. I think the pain is mostly from the muscle bruising now. 

	“Nope, nothing. And it really pisses me off. I’ve been with him night and day since before Thanksgiving and he just disappears as if everything is back to being okay? I’m actually thinking about getting a hotel until we go back on tour.” 

	As Sawyer wraps the bandage around my arm, he remains quiet. After he tapes it down, he takes a seat next to me on the bed. “Look, Princess, I know you’re pissed and you’ve got every right to be. I don’t know what crawled up Noah’s ass today, but I do know he loves you more than anything and if you leave he’ll be devastated. Give him a chance to explain before you do something drastic, okay?” 

	He’s so sweet when he’s sticking up for his brother; it makes me feel like a complete bitch. “I’ll try. What were you playing before? It sounded great.” 

	Sawyer rolls his eyes at me. “You would think that since I was playing something that isn’t mine. It was “So” by Ed Sheeran.” 

	“I love him, he’s so talented. Will you play it for me?” 

	Sawyer is suddenly blushing, and I want to tease him about it, but for some reason I have the feeling this is a big deal for him. “I don’t typically do solo performances for people, especially on demand.” 

	“Oh, come on. You sing in front of me on the bus every day while you guys are practicing.” 

	“Yeah, but that’s group rehearsal. Regardless of what you may think, I’m not comfortable going solo. The guys are kind of my buffers in a way.” 

	Wow … that’s different. 

	“So what about for your girlfriends? You don’t sing for them, either?” 

	With a slight shake of his head, Sawyer leans back on his elbows while I scoot back up against his headboard so I can see his face. “I’ve never had any.” 

	“Any what?” He can’t mean girlfriends. 

	“Girlfriends.” He’s blushing again, and there are so many questions I want to ask him. 

	“Never, Sawyer? Why?” My heart aches for him. Why is he so closed off?

	“This is just two friends talking, right? Not author and subject?” 

	“Of course. Even when I write the book you guys are all going to have a final say. I’d never put something in it you didn’t want the world to know. I know what that’s like, Sawyer, it happened to my parents all the time. Anything you tell me, that any of you tell me, is safe with me. I promise.” 

	He squeezes my ankle, almost as if reassuring himself. 

	“It’s not that big of a deal. In high school, I wasn’t worried about having a serious girlfriend. I was into my music. There were always going to be girls, but music felt like a limited opportunity for some reason. And where there are boys in a band there are girls offering up their virtue, so I wasn’t lacking in opportunities for sex.” 

	I laugh at his words because no matter the age, groupies are all the same. He cracks a smile, probably relieved I’m laughing and not lecturing him.

	“Then we got signed and there was no time and to be honest … no motivation to find just one girl to settle with. I mean, I saw Wyatt and Anna and how solid their relationship was. I wasn’t going to find something like that on the road. Something like what my parents have, or Diane and Rob.” 

	“Is that what you want? Something solid like that?” 

	Trailing his fingers down my foot, he sits up and props himself next to me. “Someday, sure. I thought maybe I could have that with Marilyn, I really did have feelings for her. After all that went down, I guess you could say I lost my faith I’d find a good woman out there at all while I was involved with this industry. She was our friend and she still did that to us … imagine what a groupie would do.” 

	This is one of the best conversations we’ve ever had; I’m loving the way he’s opening himself up to me. “Sawyer, you have to know all women aren’t like that. I understand your fears, I swear I do. I’ve seen those girls, and women, my entire life. But there are good women out there and you’ll find yours, I promise.” 

	“I know. I’ve realized that more and more lately. Seeing Darren with Belle, and you with Noah, it gives me hope. I’m still young and I’ll never have any regrets some people have about not doing all the fun things they wanted to in their teenage years and beyond. I’m not even thirty and if I died tomorrow I’d have few, if any, regrets. I’m not in a place where I want a wife and kids anyway.” 

	My gaze locks onto his, as he tugs that damn lip ring into his mouth. I swear that’s my biggest weakness with him. “What do you want, Sawyer?” 

	He releases his lip but not his lock on my eyes. For a moment, I’m certain he’s going to confess his deepest desires, but he averts his gaze at the last second instead. “To finish the tour and readjust to life. Once I figure out who I am outside of BAD, maybe I’ll have a better idea about what or who I want in my future.” 

	“I get that. Finding normal after living years of an unconventional life isn’t easy. It took me a long time to adjust after everything with my parents. You’ll get there, Sawyer, and I’ll help you however I can.” He looks leery, and it annoys me. “What? You don’t believe me?” 

	 

	 “Nah, I believe you, Princess, but this,” he says, pointing between the two of us, “is new to me. I’ve got acquaintances in this business but I haven’t made any new friends since junior high. You’re the first in a long time, and I guess I need to get used to that.” 

	With a sigh, I lean my head on his shoulder. “You and me both. My list of friends consists of Belle, Eli, and you guys. I like it that way, though.”

	“Why?” 

	“Because I don’t care about the quantity of people in my life, only the quality of them, and you guys are top notch. Plus, it’s nice to be surrounded by people who understand what you’ve gone through. I wasn’t the famous one, but I get it, Sawyer. The fans, the traveling, the constant need for security … it’s the price you pay for your craft. As much as you love your fans, it would be nice if you could just go to the movies alone one day, right?” 

	He leans his head against mine and we stay like that for a few minutes. When he finally answers, it’s with a hint of sadness. “You’re exactly right. Shopping, dinner, movies, none of that is something I can just do anymore. Our fans enable us to have this lifestyle but the price we pay for it is high. Don’t get me wrong, I love it, and if everyone wasn’t ready to settle down I’d keep going. But it gets to me sometimes.” 

	“Any thoughts for what you might do after?” 

	We both lean back against the headboard. Even though we’re friends, sometimes I’m afraid we’re a little too close for comfort, too. 

	“Nope … well, yeah … lots of ideas. I’m going to enjoy some down time. Maybe write some music. I could go into songwriting for others, or maybe producing. I’m definitely taking Saylor and Emme to Disneyland often. I can’t fucking wait for that, actually. One of the perks of being home will be spending time with my family.” 

	Family—there’s that word again. Something everyone around me has except for me. 

	“You miss yours, don’t you?” I feel like his green eyes can see right into my soul. It must be a Weston brother superpower. 

	“I do, but my family was never conventional. I learned a long time ago family is who you decide it is, not who God assigns you to. Belle, Eli, Veronica, you guys, that’s my family. My parents and I … we didn’t have what your family does. There was no hugging like crazy, phone calls all the time, inside jokes, we were more of a … I’ll-see-you-when-I-see-you crew.”

	“That’s sad,” he replies softly. 

	“Not necessarily. To you, maybe, because you have this huge, boisterous, family. I see the difference now, but back then I didn’t know any different, so I loved them for what they were.”

	He grabs my hand and squeezes it gently. “You’re in for it now, Princess. There’s no low key with our family. Get ready to be part of loud and boisterous.” 

	“Am I interrupting something?” Noah and Wyatt are standing in the doorway, their eyes locked on our hands. Sawyer drops mine like a hot potato, but I have nothing to be ashamed of. 

	“Nope, you’re not interrupting a thing. I was just keeping Princess company since she’s been freaking out the last few hours and threatening to go to a hotel. Maybe next time you should let the people who care about you know when you’re going to fucking disappear so we don’t all worry someone kidnapped you.” 

	 Sawyer’s letting his anger shine; I follow suit. “Or, you know, so we don’t think you dropped dead somewhere after getting dizzy and cracking your head open. God, Noah, how inconsiderate could you possibly be? I’ve been calling and texting you for hours!” 

	Noah is shooting daggers at Sawyer; it’s a bit disconcerting. “Mel, can I talk to you alone please?” I look back and forth between the two of them, but Sawyer only shrugs and picks up his guitar again. “Please, Mel, we need to talk.” 

	I turn around and give Sawyer a hug. “Thanks for the pep talk and for changing my bandage.” 

	“Anytime, Princess.” 

	When I reach the door, Wyatt steps aside as Noah places his hand on my lower back and leads me into his room. I know what he’s doing. He’s staking his claim on me in front of Sawyer and I’ve had about enough of him being jealous of his brother. I take the chair far across the room so he can’t sit next to me. “Well? Talk, Noah, I’m here.” 

	“Were you really going to leave?” 

	He disappears all day and that’s what he wants to ask me? “Still might, so you better make this good.” 

	With a frustrated sigh, he leans against the floor-to-ceiling window in front of me, blocking my view. The handle to the bedroom door jiggles followed by pounding on the door. “Noah! Open this door now!” Sawyer is screaming outside while Noah holds his head in his hands for a second before the pounding begins again. “I’m not kidding, Noah, open the fucking door!” 

	Noah walks calmly to the door and talks through it. “Sawyer, I know why you’re mad. I need to talk to Mel first and then I’ll come talk to you.” 

	“I can’t believe you did this! What in the world were you thinking?” Sawyer is seething; I don’t think I’ve ever heard him so angry. “Fine, but come find me as soon as you’re finished.” 

	“I will,” Noah answers softly through the door. When he comes back to me, he drops to his knees in front of me looking absolutely defeated. “Don’t leave me, Mel. I need you.” 

	“Do you? Really, Noah, I’m curious because this morning I woke up to an empty bed, no note, no text, no call, no nothing. I was terrified. I searched this entire house from top to bottom, inside and out. I woke people up because I was losing my ever-loving mind. I’ve been by your side every day since Thanksgiving as I’ve lived out this nightmare with you. You don’t let me out of your sight, but then suddenly you wake up today and decide you don’t need me anymore and poof … you disappear?” I snap my fingers for an added flourish. 

	“What I had to do couldn’t wait, and I made sure I didn’t go alone. But I also knew everyone would be pissed at me. I figured asking for forgiveness was better than arguing beforehand.” 

	Fucking hell … doesn’t he know me at all? “Noah, there isn’t much I expect in a relationship, but honesty is important. I hate secrets, and I understand they sometimes should exist to protect people from things that would hurt them. But how would you know what you had to do would bother me? Where did you go, Noah?” 

	He drops his head into my lap momentarily and then looks up at me with puppy dog eyes. “I went to see Sara’s family.” 

	“Oh, Noah … why?” I ask, running my hands through his hair. 

	“There were things I had to know. Like, if she was always sick, and if they knew about her obsession with us. I just had so many questions and I knew if I told you, you would want to come, but …” 

	“But what, Noah? Talk to me. I’m not angry I just want to understand.” 

	He squeezes my thighs and continues, “She was their daughter and no matter how misguided, she had feelings for me. I didn’t want to disrespect whatever it was they knew to be true by bringing the woman I love into their home.” 

	“Come on, let’s go sit on the bed.” I pull his hands and he stands up, following me to the bed. “What happened?” 

	“Wyatt stayed in the car. I took him so if I felt bad I wouldn’t be alone and he could help me.” Good, at least he was thinking somewhat. “Her mom was a mess and she apologized over and over again about what happened. They knew she was sick. She’d had mental issues since she was a kid. She was on and off meds like crazy but since she was never consistent, nothing ever really worked.” 

	“Nobody monitored her?” I thought there were safeguards in place for people with mental illnesses. 

	“She lived at home. Her parents tried their best, but Sara was an adult … there wasn’t much they could do. I guess she never told them we broke up, so when she saw us together, and the news broke we were an item, they called her out on it. It must have set her off somehow.” 

	“Jesus, that’s so sad.” 

	Noah pulls me into his embrace and hugs tightly. Before he releases me, he kisses me tenderly. “I know you’re angry with me, Mel, and I’m truly sorry. I didn’t know if they were sane people, either. I wanted you safe, too.” 

	“So were they? Sane, I mean?” 

	With a nod, he answers, “Yeah, they’re just two heartbroken people. Sara was their only child. They understand why she was killed and they don’t have any ill will. They’re old, way older than my parents, and her dad is in a wheelchair. It didn’t seem like they have much, but what they do have is well-loved and taken care of. Or so it seemed.” 

	He yawns. I can only imagine how tired he is; this is the most he’s been up and about in almost a week. 

	“Were you there a long time?” 

	“Long enough. About two hours, I guess. Look, I told Wyatt if Sawyer pressed the issue he didn’t have to lie for me. I’m sure what I’m about to tell you is why Sawyer is losing his shit. I asked when Sara’s service was and they told me they weren’t having one. They wouldn’t tell me why, but I kept pressing them on it. Her mom broke into tears and admitted they couldn’t afford it. Sara was the only one who worked in the house. I’m sure they get disability or Social Security or something but still …” 

	“How much did you give them?” This beautiful man has a heart like nothing I’ve ever seen before. “I’m sorry, you don’t have to tell me that. It’s not really any of my business.” 

	“Not enough to bring back their daughter.” The effects of that night are going to stay with him for a long time. Maybe this will help him heal in his own way. “I gave them a hundred thousand dollars. I figured it’s more than enough to bury her and help ease the loss of income.” 

	“Noah, you’re the most amazing person I’ve ever met. I could never be mad at you for doing that, and I understand why you wanted to go without me. I just wish you would have texted me or left me a note. I was terrified.” 

	My sniffling brings his eyes back to mine, and he trails his thumb across my bottom lip. It feels like it’s been such a long time since we’ve been intimate. 

	“Her dad was so stoic. After I wrote them the check, he asked why I would do that. He seemed so skeptical of me. I suppose I can’t blame him.” 

	“What did you tell him?” 

	“A mixture of the truth and a lie but one they deserved to hear. I told them I loved Sara very much at one point in time and I was incredibly sad she’s gone. Then I explained had she come to me for help I would have tried to get it for her. So the least I could do is help them since she no longer can.” He hangs his head in sadness “I wish I had loved her, Mel. I wish I wouldn’t have had to lie to them about that, but Sara wasn’t really loveable … she was too busy looking out for herself. After seeing how bad off her parents are, though, I can even understand that, too.” 

	“You did a good thing today, Noah. I’m proud of you.” 

	“Really?” He’s shocked; I’m sad he thought I’d be anything but.

	“Of course. Even if you didn’t love her, you cared about her once and that counts for something. I know this has been hard on you. It’s okay to grieve the loss of the girl you once cared for.” 

	Noah lays back and pulls me with him, his mouth meeting mine in a slow, tantalizing kiss. His love pours through with every stroke of his tongue, and I let the emotion fill me from head to toe. After he pulls away, he leans his forehead against mine. “I’m sorry, Mel, can you forgive me?” 

	My heart is still racing from our kiss when I give him my answer. “Under one condition.” 

	“Name it.” 

	“Don’t keep me in the dark again. I’m not just any girl, and I don’t freak out easily. I don’t need to keep you on a leash … I only need to know you’re safe. What would you have done if I’d disappeared without a trace?” 

	A dark look crosses his face and he shakes it off. “You don’t want to know. I promise from now on I’ll tell you before I leave the house.” 

	“Good. You should probably know that Sawyer had your phones traced. He’s pretty pissed you were at the mall.” 

	Noah swallows hard. “Yeah, about that … I wanted to get you a present, but I couldn’t find what I was looking for so it was kind of a bust.” 

	I trace a path down his cheek with my fingers before moving my hands back to play with his hair. “You should have come home and rested. I don’t need anything, Noah. Everything I could want is right here in this bed.” He moves his hand to my hip and pulls me close to him. My lady bits are screaming for attention but my mind is in control right now. “How much pain are you in today?” 

	The sheepish look on his face tells me all I need to know. “I know you felt like you had to do these things but all you have to do it take it easy. Your follow-up isn’t even until tomorrow, you shouldn’t be overdoing it.” I roll over and take a bottle of water from the nightstand and hand him a couple acetaminophen tablets. 

	After he takes the pills, he sits up and gets off the bed. “I promise I’ll take it easy after this until I see the doctor, but right now I need to talk to Sawyer. Alone.” 

	“Alright, I’ll be here. But he was really worried about you earlier, too. Try and remember how much he cares about you before you yell back at him.” 

	“I’ll do my best,” he replies, giving me one final kiss before he goes to talk to Sawyer. I’m so tired I decide to rest my eyes for a little bit while I wait for him to come back. 
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	I wake up a few hours later with Noah asleep next to me. It’s early afternoon and I’m starving so I decide to go make us something to eat and surprise Noah with lunch in bed. When I make it into the kitchen, Sawyer is sitting at the table, alone, with a nearly empty bottle of scotch. 

	“I’m going to make some food. Do you want something to eat?” I ask, hoping he’ll take me up on it and sober up. 

	“Are you really not mad at him?” His words are slurred but his tone is filled with hurt. 

	“For which part?” 

	“Going over there, giving them money, not telling us he was doing something so epically stupid.” He refills his glass and downs it like water. 

	After opening the cabinet and pulling out a pan, I look around for what I need to make grilled ham and cheese sandwiches. “I’m glad he took Wyatt with him. I’m not happy he didn’t tell me first, but I understand it more now.” As the butter melts in the pan, I layer up the sandwiches on a plate next to the stove. 

	“What about the money?” 

	After popping the first sandwich in the melted butter, I turn around and cross my arms. “What about it? It’s his money, Sawyer, not mine.” 

	He eyes me up, assessing me, and I wonder what is going on in that head of his. I flip the sandwich then turn back around, waiting for him to say something. When I plate the first sandwich and put the second in the pan, he finally speaks. “It will be. Hell, it might as well be. You know he’s going to marry you.” 

	After grabbing a few paper towels from the roll, I walk the sandwich over to him. “Eat this, please, and I’ll keep talking to you.” 

	He looks down at it like it’s the best thing he’s ever seen. Even though it’s hot, he devours the first half in three bites. Moaning in appreciation, he looks back to me as I flip the second sandwich. 

	“Look, Sawyer, I love your brother, but I’m not his keeper. The last thing on my mind is his money and what he does with it. I’ve got more than enough of my own to worry about his. But I do think what he chooses to do with it at times is admirable. A family lost their only child to mental illness, and their child also happens to be someone Noah used to care for. I don’t see anything wrong with him helping them out and easing his conscience.” 

	As I make the last sandwich, Sawyer puts his plate in the sink. “That was good, thank you. But you didn’t answer me … What are you going to do when he marries you?” 

	With a laugh, I turn around, my laughter coming to a halt when I see him looking at me like a wounded puppy. “You actually didn’t ask me anything about getting married. You pointed out he was going to marry me. I don’t know the answer to that, Sawyer. If … Someday, when … Noah and I choose to get married, that will be his choice. Personally, I love the random things he does to make other’s lives better because he’s fortunate enough to do so. If he’s financially stable enough to help others, more power to him.” 

	Sawyer rubs his head and blinks his eyes. I think he’s about to pass out for the rest of the day. “Do you think I should do that? Be more philanthropic?” 

	“Sawyer,” I say as I turn off the burner and plate the last sandwich. “You should do whatever makes you happy. Most days I don’t have a clue what I’m doing. The bulk of my parent’s money is sitting in an account accruing interest. The rest gets donated. That makes me feel better about the rest since I have no clue what to do with it.” 

	Placing my hand over his heart, I continue, “You have to do whatever makes your heart happy. Nothing else is worth it. You also have to stop comparing yourself to your brother. The two of you are completely different people, both equally amazing, both with huge hearts and an incredible love for family. Stop being so hard on yourself. You’ve got your whole life to do good things.” 

	His eyes are glassy and he flashes me one of those genuine smiles again, where his dimple shows and his childhood innocence shines through. “Thanks, Princess, I needed that. Tell Noah I’m sorry for fighting with him. I was just …” 

	“Worried,” I answer for him, but he shakes his head. 

	“Not only worried … I was being protective of you. I’m your friend and I don’t like to see you in pain, but he’s my brother and I should know better because Noah would rather die than hurt you. I’m going to go sleep this off. Thanks for the sandwich and the chat, Princess.” 

	When Sawyer walks away, I lean up against the counter and catch my breath. How can I feel so much for a man I’m not in a relationship with? Sawyer is a wonderful friend, but there’s so much of something between us lying beneath the surface. It’s not only attraction … it’s deeper than that. I wonder if it’s like a twin connection thing. I should do some research on twins and their spouses and see if I can find anything that alludes to what I’m feeling. It’s the only explanation I can come up with. 

	After looking through their cabinets, I finally find the tray I’m looking for in the pantry. I also find some Oreos and put them on the tray with the sandwiches and a soda for Noah and some iced tea for me. Noah is rubbing the sleep from his eyes when I walk in. Eyeing the food, he smiles. 

	“Have I ever told you how sexy you are when you’re being domestic?” 

	“Uh … no, I can’t say you have,” I answer with a laugh. 

	“Put the tray on the floor, Amelia.” Noah’s words are commanding, his eyes smoldering. I do as he says and he pulls me to him, placing my hand on his cock. “So fucking sexy,” he murmurs as he pulls me on top of him. His lips are pressed against my neck as he licks and sucks his way to the spot right below my ear that sets my body ablaze. 

	“Noah …” I want this, but he hasn’t been cleared yet. “We can’t do this yet, babe. You need to follow up with your doctor.” 

	He moves his hands to my hips and slams me against his raging hard-on. “What if I promise to lie back and let you do all the work? I’ll be a good boy, Mel, I promise.” Before I answer him, he’s sliding his hand down the front of my yoga pants and inside my underwear. 

	Latching on to his earlobe with my teeth, his fingers slide through my wetness and circle my clit. My whimpers escalate to cries as he increases the pressure. “You’re so fucking wet for me, babe.” 

	I know this is a bad idea, but I also know he’s feeling much better. Moving my hands to the hem of his shirt, I pull it off and slide off his knees and onto the floor to undo his belt. He beats me to the button and zipper of his jeans, freeing his cock, the head glistening with moisture. 

	Sucking him in slowly, I allow my tongue to circle the head while licking his essence off seductively. Following his pulsing veins down to the base of his cock and back up again, I tease the tip with my tongue before releasing him. 

	“Lie back,” I instruct, turning to the dresser to get a condom. 

	Walking back to the bed, I begin stripping as he watches with a hooded gaze. He managed to remove the rest of his clothes while I was getting the condom and is now stroking himself. My pussy clenches as I stand at the foot of the bed watching him. We don’t need to even have sex; watching him would totally get me off.

	“Are you going to watch? Or are you going to come while you ride?” He snickers at the indecision on my face. “Come on, Mel, ride me like you own me.” 

	Within seconds, I’m ripping the condom open and sliding it on his erection. I’m on top now, straddling him, but before I guide him inside me, I ask him a very important question. “Do I?” 

	“Do you what?” he asks breathlessly. 

	“Do I own you, Noah?” 

	As he moves his hands to my hips, he pulls me down onto his length and groans in pleasure. “You’re the only person who ever has.” 

	Leaning forward, I take his lips in mine. Noah moves one hand to the small of my back and the other remains on my hip. He guides our movements but I’m still in control. With every thrust he hits my G-spot while I cry out into his mouth, never breaking our kiss. Soon, I’m screaming as I clench around him. Noah doesn’t miss a beat, his cock pulsing inside me as he finds his own release. 

	As I collapse against him, my head lands on his chest. Noah runs his fingers through my hair as I listen to the rapid beat of his heart begin to eventually slow back to normal. The last thing I want to do is move, but I know he needs to get the condom off before it falls off inside of me. 

	After I roll over, Noah throws away the condom and brings back a towel to clean me up. It’s quiet between us when he finally asks, “What are you thinking?” 

	With a smile, I trace my finger across his bottom lip, not wanting to hold anything back from him any longer. “That was incredible, Noah. It’s never … I mean, it’s always, but …” Shit, I don’t even know how to tell him, but he knows; Noah always seems to know everything. 

	“The best sex ever? Yeah, it was.” 

	“It was more.” 

	He looks down at me and kisses me tenderly. “It’s because I’m the one.” His answer isn’t smug, just matter of fact, but it’s also spot on. “You’re not holding anything back anymore, Mel. You finally let me in and it shows. If I’d had any doubts you loved me … which I don’t, by the way,” he corrects quickly, “they’d be gone now. We’re absolutely fucking amazing together.” 

	“We really are, aren’t we?” 

	His response is a long, lingering kiss. Noah Weston manages to steal my heart again, one beat at a time. 
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	Holiday Madness

	Every day for the past three and a half weeks Noah has been disappearing into the garage, which has been deemed a Mel-free zone. I’ve got no idea what he’s up to down there, but I almost don’t care since he’s feeling better and acting normal again. 

	Each night, we talk for hours as we try to learn everything there is to know about each other. Noah makes love to me every night, fulfilling my heart and mind in ways I never knew they could be. Everything between us since the incident with Sara is better. And after the doctor cleared him—with the standard precautions, of course—he’s been extra vigilant about keeping the anticipation high between us. 

	In the daytime, while he’s off working or whatever it is he’s doing, I’ve been spending all my free time with Belle and Rory. The house is fully decorated, although I really can’t take any credit for that; these Westons are beasts when it comes to the holidays. The whole family came over and took a big group trip to cut down fresh trees—one for each of their houses. Saylor and Emme helped pick out each one and loved every second of the big adventure. They were extra adorable in their jeans, sweaters, and mini Uggs. 

	After picking trees, the whole crew went to each house and helped decorate; it was like a well-oiled machine. There was homemade eggnog at Karen and Owen’s house, freshly baked Christmas cookies at Diane and Rob’s, and a variety of wines, cheeses, and meats at Noah and Sawyer’s house. Being the amazing uncles they are, they even had gingerbread kits for Emme and Saylor. In between the eating and drinking, all the lights and decorations went up, inside and out. Every box was labeled, every ornament had a story, and every Weston participated willingly and excitedly. 

	Belle and I felt like we’d walked into some sort of alternate reality. It’s not that we’re not festive people—we love Christmas—but both of us are more of the hunt-and-search holiday goers. We decorate, tear down, and put away things here and there until it’s eventually all gone. Then the following year we look for all those random things we put away that didn’t make it into the main box on the first go around. Organization is not our key skill when it comes to the holidays and from the looks of things, we’re going to have lots to learn. 

	Tomorrow is Christmas Eve and everyone is coming over to our house to spend the night. Santa delivers here for the kids, and the entire family has stockings hung by the fireplace, including ones for Belle and me. Anna, Warren, and Sam are all coming tonight. They truly are this huge, happy family. 

	I’ve been taking lots of notes, even though I’m not sure how much of this will make it into the book. It’s sort of strange; I’ve got this part of me that has to be here for the purposes of telling their story, and this whole other part of me is here because she’s being inducted into this family. The latter part of me doesn’t want to share these details even though I know they want their fans to see who they really are on and off the stage. 

	“Are those done yet?” Darren asks, hopping onto the kitchen counter and pulling me from my thoughts. I’m making sweet potatoes a day early since I have to make even more this time around. 

	“Not even close. They won’t be done until Christmas. I’m just giving them an extra day of marinating time.” 

	“Come on, Mel, can’t you just throw, like, a small amount into a dish for me to cook now? I promise I won’t tell anyone you love me more than them.” Darren pokes his bottom lip out into a pout, and I can’t help but laugh.

	“Nope, they would smell them. You have to wait like everyone else.” 

	“Yeah, I figured, but you can’t blame a guy for trying. So did you ever figure out what to get Noah for Christmas?” 

	“Not yet. I thought about going and getting one of my dad’s guitars for him.” That’s sort of a lie. I have actually been thinking about giving a guitar to Noah, Sawyer, and Wyatt, but I wouldn’t have anything for Darren and that somehow doesn’t seem fair. 

	“What’s stopping you?” 

	“A few things. It seems like something Sawyer would like more than Noah. I want something uniquely special to him.” 

	Darren taps a beat out on the granite countertop as he thinks. “Noah is simple … he likes security and he loves you. Propose to him, that should make him happy.” 

	At the mention of a proposal, the spoon I was using falls to the floor, and Darren thinks it’s hysterical. “Okay … so don’t do that since it obviously freaks you out.” 

	As my heart comes back to a normal rhythm, I grab a new spoon. “You guys are insane with your quick proposals and stuff. I love Noah, but marriage isn’t on my mind right now. Besides, I might not be old-fashioned about many things, but I’m not likely to ever ask a man to marry me.” 

	“I totally get that. For me and Sawyer, something like that would be completely emasculating. We’re manly men and shit, but Wyatt and Noah … they’d get off on it.” He shrugs. “Just food for thought. I don’t think Noah will blink twice at whatever you give him, Mel. He’s just happy you’re sticking around. That Sara shit would have scared a lot of girls away. You’re kinda badass, you know?” 

	“Are you hitting on my best friend? Because she’d fuck me way before she’d do you,” Belle teases sarcastically as she makes her way into the room. Darren’s eyes glaze over as he looks between the two of us. 

	“Head out of the gutter,” I tell him as he pulls Belle between his legs and leans down to give her a sweet kiss. 

	“Can’t blame me … that’s a hot-ass visual. I don’t even think Noah would object to seeing that action.” 

	Belle rolls her eyes at him before turning her attention back to me. “Are you sure you don’t want to come?” she asks me again for the tenth time. 

	“There’s nothing I want more than to be in that room when you find out if you’re having a boy or a girl, but I really think it’s a moment you two should share alone. I appreciate you asking, and I expect to be the first person to know after you let it soak in, but you guys go and enjoy this moment together.” 

	They both kiss me on the cheek on their way out. I can’t wait until we know what Belle is having. Pregnancy agrees with her—or maybe it’s Darren—but whatever it is, she’s been blissfully happy since she told him about the baby. And now that her morning sickness is over, she’s eagerly looking forward to Christmas dinner. 

	After wrapping up the endless bowls of potatoes and putting them in the refrigerator, I pour myself a glass of wine and sit in front of the fire. It’s almost late afternoon and Noah should be finishing up soon. A little over a week from now we’ll be back on the road. We’re flying into New York the day after New Year’s and I’ve got my first book signing the next day. I’m so nervous but I’m trying not to let on. The guys are booked solid with publicity junkets the whole time we’re there, on top of their shows. I’m pretty sure I’m going to be flying solo on this signing and that freaks me out. SOS is sending a rep to come with me, so at least I won’t be completely alone. 

	“You’re done already?” Noah asks, coming out of the shadows and stalking toward me like a lion to his prey. 

	“I am … better question is, are you?” Suddenly, I know the perfect gift to give him for Christmas. 

	Taking my wineglass and placing it on the table, he flashes me a megawatt smile. “Lie down, Mel,” he commands as he pulls his shirt off. The heated look in his eyes leaves no room for argument.

	 As soon as I’m in the proper position, Noah makes his way up my body. Starting with my feet, he caresses every bit of me he can get his hands on until he reaches my mouth. 

	“I missed you,” he whispers a breath away from my lips, my legs hitched over his hips. 

	“Did you?” 

	“Can’t you tell?” he answers, pushing his hard length against my center, flooding me with need.  

	I slide my fingers into his hair and pull his mouth even closer. “How much more work do you need to do? We leave in a few days, Noah. I’d like some time with you before we go.” 

	“Wrap your arms around my neck.” 

	I do as he requests as he wraps his arm around my waist and lifts us from the couch. He doesn’t put me down until we’re in our room, and even then he’s got me propped up against the door. “Arms up,” he demands, and I comply. When he sees my lacy red bra he groans and pushes himself into me harder. “You’re so fucking beautiful, Mel.” 

	Freeing my breasts from my bra, Noah sears a trail of kisses along my breasts until his mouth meets my pert nipple and bites down gently before sucking me into his mouth. My body hums in anticipation. All my senses are lit up like a fucking Christmas tree as he seduces my body with his mouth and hands, not to mention the sexy-as-all-hell sounds falling from his lips. 

	“Love me, Noah … please.” 

	He drops his hands to my waist long enough to pull my jeans and panties down to my knees, and I work on kicking them off as he fumbles with dropping his own pants. After he’s sheathed in a condom, he pulls my hands above my head and holds them there. His blazing eyes meet mine as he lowers his mouth to mine. 

	“I’m going to love you forever, Amelia, but right now, I’m going to fuck you.” 

	I choke on an inhale and absorb his words. No one has ever made me feel like this before. Noah slams his cock inside me, stealing my breath, and I exhale on a scream as my walls clench tightly around him. His lips take mine in a wicked game of chase. When our tongues meet, I surrender everything I am to him. My body shatters around him, loving the complete domination he has of me. When I call out his name, he bites down on my neck, making me cry louder for him. 

	“That’s my girl,” he answers with a groan. He releases my hands and wraps his arm around my waist as my arms immediately go around his neck. Now that his arm is securely around me, he slams into me hard and fast, pushing us both closer to euphoria. With his free hand, he places pressure on my clit. I’m already close again, but he’s pushing me higher and higher as my body slams back against the door with each thrust. 

	“Noah!” When all the sensations become too much, I scream as I come again. 

	“Jesus, baby, fuck,” he cries out against my ear as he sucks the skin of my neck into his mouth to muffle his cries as he finds his release. 

	After catching our breath for a minute, he waddles us backward to the bed, careful not to trip with his jeans wrapped around his ankles. Laughing as we crash down onto the bed, we both take a minute to clean up and then curl into each other’s arms. 

	“So that was unexpected.” I say as he pulls me closer and kisses me chastely. 

	“I’ve missed you lately, and since I’m done with my work I thought we should celebrate.” He nuzzles into my neck and places lingering kisses in places that are bound to get me worked up all over again. 

	“For good, or for today?” 

	“Mm … for good,” he murmurs against my skin. 

	“Good. I have to go out for a few hours tomorrow afternoon but after that I’m all yours.” 

	Noah’s eyes narrow in protest. “Tomorrow is a family day, Mel. What’s so important that you have to leave?” 

	“Just one last Christmas present for you I have to pick up. I’ll only be gone a couple of hours, and I promise it will be worth it.” 

	“You’re not going alone, and Belle and Darren are going to be at his parents’ house. Do I need to get you security?” 

	Shit, I didn’t think about that, but there’s no way I’m taking security with me. 

	“No, I’m going with Eli.” Hopefully, I can get Eli to come with me. 

	With a sigh, Noah rolls onto his back and looks up at the ceiling. He’s mad. I prop myself up on his chest and place my hand over his heart. “I thought you were okay with me and Eli now?” 

	Moving his hand to my back, he tucks me in close. “I thought I was, too. It’s one thing if he’s here or we’re all out together, but it’s different to have the two of you go out together. Not because of why you think. I know you’re not going back to him, but the paparazzi are going to have a field day with the two of you out in public together.”

	Sometimes I forget about all the drama that surrounds being with a rock star. “I’ll be careful and try to avoid them. It’s the best I can do, Noah. I’m not going to miss out on your present because of them. This is important to me. I only have to go one place, but it’s kind of far so I’ll try and duck in and out without being seen. I’m sure Eli’s driver can take us.” 

	With a soft kiss to my forehead, he relents. “I’m not going to change your mind so just be careful. If anything happens, call me. I’m serious, Mel.” 

	“Okay, I promise.” 

	“Mel!” I hear Belle call out before she begins banging on the door. “Put your orgasm on hold and put on a robe. I’ve got news!” 

	“Hold on a sec!” I yell back excitedly. “Get dressed so we can find out what they’re having.” 

	After popping a quick kiss on Noah’s lips, I rapidly throw my clothes on. Strong arms wrap around my waist and Noah kisses me. “One day, I hope you’ll be this happy finding out what we’re having.” 

	Me, too.

	Noah opens the door to Belle and Darren. Darren has his arms wrapped around Belle’s massively round belly. With a cocked brow, I wait for her to explain. They’re all smiles as Darren pushes down on the top of her belly and out pops a pink helium balloon that says “It’s a girl.” 

	“Really?!” I exclaim, and Belle nods her head frantically. We’re instantly a puddle of screaming, hugging, crying women while Darren and Noah look on in amusement after their whole guy-hug-pat thing they have going on. 

	“There’s no chance it was wrong and the cord was in the way of anything?” 

	Darren laughs. “Her legs were spread wide open and she was showing off her hoo ha.” 

	“Dude, maybe reword that for future conversations,” Noah says, patting him on the shoulder. 

	“Aww, she just wanted you to have time to pick a cute name for her so she doesn’t end up with something horrible like Sunbeam Stratocaster Miller. She already knows how rock stars roll.” Belle laughs at my words as Darren pouts because he knows damn well I’m right.

	“We should celebrate. You guys want to go to dinner?” Noah asks. “We can get the security crew here in less than an hour. Anna and Wyatt will be here before then, and Sawyer and J should be back by then, too.” 

	“Hell yeah. What do you say, Belle? You up for food?” Darren asks as he pulls her to him and rubs her belly. 

	“I’m game. Nowadays, food always sounds good. Hopefully, I’ll lose the baby weight as fast as I’m going to gain it.” 

	“There’s nothing wrong with a little cushion for the pushin’,” Darren replies with a devilish smirk. 

	“You two are my witnesses that he said that. When my ass is as big as a doublewide, you remind him what he said.” 

	Pointing between Noah and myself, I tell her, “We got your back, Belle. When are you going to tell Veronica? 

	“How about now? Noah, want to meet my mom? I know she wants to meet you. Let’s Skype her.” 

	“Sure, why not?” Veronica is the closest thing I have to a mother and he’s not even the slightest bit fazed. 

	“Hey, Mama!” Belle says enthusiastically once Veronica picks up the call. 

	“Hey! To what do I owe the pleasure?” 

	“A few reasons. One being Mel wants you to finally meet Noah. Mama this is Noah, and Noah this is our mom, Veronica.” Belle passes the phone to Noah and he flashes her that same panty-melting smile he gives me. 

	“Sweet Jesus have mercy. No wonder you stole my baby girl’s heart. You’re enough to give an old woman palpitations. Good thing I’m not really that old,” she adds with a laugh, and Noah joins her. 

	Climbing behind him on the bed, I duck my head over his shoulder and wave. “Hey, Mama, we miss you!” 

	Veronica clucks her tongue at me and nails me with one of her motherly glares. “Girl, you don’t have any time to miss me while you’re keeping company with this good-looking boy, but I appreciate the sentiment.” 

	“I always miss you, Veronica. But I am going to give the phone back to Belle because she has bigger news.” 

	“It was nice meeting you, Veronica. I hope we can take you to dinner when you come back and our schedules line up,” Noah tells her with such sincerity it makes me want him all over again. 

	“It was good meeting you, too, Noah. Take care of my girl.” 

	Noah hands the phone to Belle, and I whisper in his ear, “That was so fucking hot.” He smiles and shakes his head but pulls me around from behind him and into his lap. 

	“Alright, Belle, what is your news?” I hear Veronica now but I can’t see her anymore. 

	“Darren has something he wants to show you.” 

	“Girl, did you only call me to get me worked up? My heart can only take so many attractive younger men in a day, and I’ve already had my fill of Marcus today.” 

	“Mom! Stop!” Belle isn’t even mad; she’s cracking up. This is Veronica and all of her sassy glory. “I’m turning the phone to Darren now.” 

	Darren is standing by the wall holding the balloon to his chest. As soon as Belle turns the phone, Veronica screams. Only Darren can see her face, and he’s smiling like a loon. 

	“Oh my goodness! It’s a girl! Congratulations, Darren. Now, Belle, turn me around so I can blow you a kiss.” 

	When Belle turns the phone around, I take a peek over her shoulder to find Veronica blowing kisses at the screen as tears stream down her cheeks. “You’re making me feel old before my time, but I am so excited for this new addition to our family. I just knew it was going to be a girl. As soon as I get back, we’re celebrating. I love you all, but we have dinner reservations and I have to go. Noah and Darren, you take care of my three girls.” 

	After a round of “We wills” from the guys and “love yous” from me and Belle, she finally disconnects the call. Noah sends Belle and Darren out to get ready and texts everyone the plans for tonight. When he finally turns his attention back to me, he smirks. 

	“What?” 

	“Belle’s mom is kind of hot.” 

	Even though I know he’s joking, and Veronica would never steal my man, a lick of jealousy pounds through my veins. “Too bad. You’re already taken and I don’t share.” 

	“Do I sense a little jealousy, Mel? Because I have to say that is extremely sexy. And for the record, I don’t share what’s mine, either.” 

	Damn, I don’t know what it is, but he keeps turning me on today with only his words. “Am I yours, Noah?” I ask, teasing him, and he pounces on me. 

	“That’s not even funny, but just in case you need clarification, you are one hundred percent mine. One day, when we say our vows, everyone will know it, too,” Noah says as he pulls me into an utterly heart-stopping kiss.

	Noah’s words ran through my mind all night while we were out with our friends. I’m not sure why he is so fixated on marriage, but I also can’t deny how much deeper our connection has become since the Sara incident. 

	But still, my inner self wants to know if it’s more than Noah just being ready. Does it have to do with his relationship with Sara? Or maybe Marilyn? And if it does have to do with Marilyn, is he still afraid of losing his girl to Sawyer? Because that will never happen. My heart will always be Noah’s; I just need to find a way to make him believe it. 

	[image: Image]

	“Noah is going to flip when he sees what you got him for Christmas. I have to admit, even my ego is wounded a bit that you’re giving it to him and not to me.” Eli was happy to come with me today, and he got his driver and his security team to go with us. We’ve had the best day; I’m excited our friendship has easily picked up from where we left off. 

	“I’m sure your ego can handle it. Besides, you and Rory seem to be hitting it off. What’s up with that?” 

	He pushes my shoulder with his and then shrugs. “We’re just getting to know each other. It’s not a big deal. She’s a cool chick, though. Would it bother you if I asked her out?” 

	“Not at all, Eli. I want you to be as happy as I am. Noah and Sawyer may have something to say about it, but you’ve got my blessing.” 

	“Yeah, I’m sure they will. But anything worth having is worth fighting for. I guess I just need to figure out if it’s a road I want to go down.” 

	“You’ll figure it out. They don’t have to know right away. Take time to get to know her first before you let anyone try and talk you in or out of something that may not even take off.” 

	Eli looks up at me thoughtfully. “You’re the same Amelia, but you’re different, too. We grew up, Mel. How the hell did that happen?” 

	“I don’t know. Most of the time when I look at you I still see the same cocky, teenage boy staring back at me. But you’re not him. Hell, you’re not even in a boy band anymore. I should have told you this sooner, I really love your solo stuff.” 

	Eli blushes at my words. No matter how famous he gets, he’s still a small-town boy deep down inside. Rory would be lucky to have him.  

	“I’m surprised you even listen to my stuff.” 

	“At first it was hard, I’ll admit that. But after some time passed it was easier, especially once you went out on your own and it was all new. When there weren’t any memories tied to it, it wasn’t as hard.” 

	He leans back in his seat and looks me over cautiously. “You do know “My Everything” is completely about you, right?” 

	Turning my attention to fiddling with my bracelet, I deflect his stare. “I wasn’t ever sure … but I wondered.” 

	The melodic notes pour from his lips and I shut my eyes against them, hoping they don’t get to me. 

	She looked at me, her eyes filled with tears

	That I wish I could unsee. 

	Why?

	She screamed 

	Because I’m a bastard and I’m sorry but you’re still my everything. 

	Thankfully, he only sings a few notes and then smiles sadly at me as he shakes his head. “I just wanted you to know, in some way, I was sorry and I loved you.” 

	Squeezing his hand, I meet his eyes. “I knew, Eli. I was being selfish and guarded, but I knew. I wish I’d told you sooner I forgave you. But we’re here now, and I still love you to pieces, just not in the same way.” 

	He squeezes me back and flashes me his adorable smile. I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to see the man Eli has become when so much of him reminds me of the boy I used to love. “Right back at you, Mel. So when are you going to give Noah his gift?” 

	“Tonight, hopefully. I don’t want to do it with anyone around for obvious reasons.” 

	“Could you imagine the conversation that would spark? Hell, I’d pay to be there for that.” 

	“Shut up!” We’re both laughing; it feels good. 

	His driver pulls the car into the driveway. Rory and Noah are sitting on the porch waiting for us. I wonder if he knows she’s probably hoping to catch a glimpse of Eli. 

	“Do you want to come in?” I ask, noticing how his eyes dilated and locked on Rory as soon as he saw her. 

	Tearing his gaze back to me, he replies, “I probably should be going. My family is going to be at my house soon. You know how the holidays are.” 

	“Sure, I get it. Make sure you give my love to your sister.” I’m being snarky and he knows it. 

	“You know she feels bad about that. After all that shit went down with you, I lit her ass on fire for it. I’m not sure it makes a difference, but she’s cool now. She’s happy if I’m happy. Having you back in my life is all I ever could have wanted for Christmas.” 

	“Careful there, I sent you a present that should be at your house now and it might be something you want more.” The sparkle in his eyes makes me smile. 

	“Not possible.” 

	“We’ll see. Come on, at least get out and say hi so they don’t think something strange is going on. We’ve been in here probably longer than Noah’s comfort zone can handle. I see him bouncing around out there. I’m sure it’s driving him crazy that we’re in here.” 

	“That man has it bad for you. It’s a good thing you’ve got it bad for him, too. Let’s put him out of his misery.” Eli opens the door and helps me out of the car. Noah is striding up to us confidently, but Rory is hanging out on the porch. I wave her over and the hint of a smile turns up at the corner of her mouth. I’m sure she didn’t want to seem anxious and now she has no reason to. 

	Noah wraps his arms around me and pulls me into a massive hug. “I’m sorry,” he says, throwing me off guard. 

	“Why would you be sorry?” 

	After placing soft kisses against my neck, he whispers in my ear, “Because now I know how much it sucks to be waiting around all day for you. You’ve put up with me disappearing for the last three weeks without so much as a peep. I think you’re the better half in this relationship.” 

	“I think we’re both a great half and that’s what makes us work so well. But I’m back now, so why don’t we go inside and do whatever it is your family does on Christmas Eve?” Rory and Eli have already struck up a conversation, but I interrupt long enough to give him a quick peck on the cheek and a hug. “Let me know when you get your gift,” I whisper into his ear and then wink at Rory. Her face flushes an adorable shade of pink; she’s got it bad for him. 

	Noah’s eyes narrow as I pull him into the house. “What was that wink for, Mel?” he asks, stopping me as soon as we step through the doorway. 

	“You caught that, huh? It was nothing, Noah, don’t worry about it.” 

	He’s not having it, and he pulls me down the hall, closing his office door behind us quietly. “Spill it, Mel.” 

	With his arms crossed over his chest he looks sexy as can be. All his colorful tattoos are peeking out from underneath his t-shirt, and all I want to do right now is lick him from head to toe. But I can’t. 

	“Noah, it’s up to Rory to talk to you about this. Please don’t force the issue.” 

	He drops his arms and stalks toward me, caging me in against the door. He closes his eyes and inhales deeply before opening them and pleading with me. “Please don’t tell me Eli is the guy she was talking to me about having a crush on. I’m not sure I could take it.” 

	Pulling his lips to mine, I caress the side of his face. After a lingering kiss, I exhale contentedly. “Your lips were made for mine.” 

	His eyes are twinkling, but he’s still schooling his features into a scowl “Don’t change the subject, Mel. Your perfect lips aren’t going to distract me from what is going on with my sister.” 

	“Fine, Noah, but I seriously don’t know what is going on with Rory. You’re going to have to ask her yourself because she hasn’t talked to me about this.” 

	It takes a second before the impact of my words sets in. “That means he’s talking to you about her? Fuck me. No. Just no … this is not happening. Over my and Sawyer’s dead bodies.” 

	Taking his face in my hands, I force his eyes to meet mine. “He’s a good man, Noah. He’s made mistakes like we all have, but he’s grown from them. What if they have what we have? Let them see where this goes and stay out of it. I know you don’t want to admit it, but your sister is a grown woman and she’s having sex with assholes. At least we know Eli. We know he’s a good guy, and we know where to find him if he fucks her over.” 

	“Don’t you mean when he fucks her over?” he growls. 

	“Nope, because I don’t think he’s that kind of man anymore.” I can see the instant he gives into me—his eyes light up, his features soften, and he leans into my caress. 

	“Alright, I’ll leave it alone because I trust your judgement more than anything. But let’s not mention this to Sawyer or anyone because for now I’d like to pretend it’s not happening.” 

	“Sounds good to me. So what did I miss today?” 

	Noah pulls me to him, his erection obvious. “Well, I missed the fuck out of you. Can you tell?” 

	“Mm, I can, Mr. Weston.” He moves his hands under my shirt, but I quickly push him away. “Nope, there’s no time for that. I’m already later than I thought I’d be. I want the rest of today and tomorrow to be everything you hoped it would be. It’s our first Christmas together, Noah.” 

	His mouth crashes against mine, making my body tingle from head to toe. Who knew loving someone so much could change the dynamic of everything? As he pulls away, he hugs me in the way only he can: with his whole heart and soul. 

	“The first of many, Mel, don’t forget that.” 

	“Never.” 

	“Alright, so we already made Christmas cookies, but my mom has some more homemade eggnog out there. We’ve all finished wrapping presents, and my mom is dying to fill the stockings. It’s her pride and joy to do it every year.” 

	“Well, come on, then, show me the true magic of a Weston family Christmas. Just give me a quick minute to put my bags in the room. You’d better not go in there and peek.” 

	“I’m not a peeker. I love surprises. Sawyer, on the other hand, is a major peeker. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s out there right now shaking presents under the tree.” 

	Laughing, we walk hand in hand to our bedroom. Sawyer is sitting at the dining room table wrapping presents. Guess he didn’t finish with the rest of them. “Hey, Princess, have fun with Boy Band?” Instead of answering him, I flip him the bird as I walk by, and he busts up laughing. “I might have deserved that,” he calls out behind us, making me smile. Sawyer and I have definitely found our friendship groove. 

	“Stay,” I tell Noah as I slip into the room and hide my bags in the bathroom. Hopefully, no one will go digging through a cabinet with tampons to find a present. 

	When I step out of the room, Noah takes my hand again and we go join Christmas Eve in progress. Eli must have already left because Rory is playing on the floor with the girls. Karen and Owen are in the kitchen making drinks. 

	“Amelia! Would you like some eggnog?” Karen is flushed; she’s got a serious buzz going on already. 

	“Sure, I’d love some.” She hands me a glass filled to the rim, bourbon floating on top. After taking a sip, I breathe through my newly cleared nasal passages. This is so strong it might as well be moonshine. 

	“Christmas secret, the drunker my wife gets the more liberal she is with the booze,” Owen tells me in a mock secret all while pinching Karen’s ass. My eyes didn’t need to see that, but they’re so fucking cute I can’t even complain. I’d say Karen isn’t the only one who is drunk. 

	“Come on, Mel, you don’t have to watch my parents get frisky.” 

	“Oh, Noah, you wouldn’t be here if we didn’t get frisky,” Karen jokes with him, and even though I’m blushing, Noah is laughing good naturedly. No wonder he’s so in love with the idea of marriage; he’s got some pretty good role models. 

	As we make our way into the living room, his parents keep laughing behind us. Diane and Rob are sitting on the loveseat looking like they’re ready to get frisky themselves. “Does Christmas make your entire family horny?” I whisper in Noah’s ear. 

	He chuckles. “Maybe, or maybe it’s the free-flowing alcohol and the lack of any hostility. Everyone is happy on Christmas.” 

	The ringing doorbell overpowers the Christmas music playing lightly in the background. 

	“Pizza’s here!” Saylor yells excitedly and runs for the door. 

	“I got her!” Sawyer calls out, and Diane sits back down with Rob. A few seconds later, Saylor runs back into the room. 

	“Mommy! Uncle Jordan’s here and he brought a girlfriend!” 

	Jordan and said girl come in on Saylor’s heels. Although the girl looks horrified at the thought, Jordan laughs it off. “Everyone, this is Allie. She’s new to town and just started working at the bar. Allie, this is my family.” 

	Introductions are made, and Karen couldn’t look happier that Jordan brought a friend. Karen hugs Allie almost as ferociously as she did me at Thanksgiving. Sawyer brings his presents into the room and watches Jordan and Allie with an intense curiosity. If Jordan gets a girlfriend, Sawyer will be the only one of them without. The thought makes me sad, but then I remember our conversation a few weeks ago; he’ll settle down when he’s ready. 

	Warren and Sam are next to arrive, followed by Anna and Wyatt. Their arms are filled with gifts, and they even have to make a second trip out to get the rest of them plus their bags. Noah and Sawyer are quick to help. I take the opportunity to talk to Allie as we both gingerly sip on Karen’s fuel-filled eggnog. 

	“Have you known Jordan long?” I ask, trying to break the silence. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Rory and Diane covertly turning their attention toward us. 

	“Actually, I started working at the bar the night of the show. I’m sorry for what happened to you guys. I’m glad you’re both healing well.” 

	“It was scary, but we’re both perfectly fine now.” 

	“So Jordan says you’re a writer. Anything I might have read?” 

	Rory snickers and Rob tosses the couch pillow at her. 

	“She wrote The O Factor,” Diane tells her with a hint of pride in her voice. I haven’t even spent much time with Diane, but I’m guessing she’s also read my book. 

	“Get out! That was you? I loved that book!” The guys come back in on the heels of her words, and she turns her attention to Jordan. “Jordan, you didn’t tell me she wrote The O Factor!” The way she scolds him makes me think there’s something a little deeper going on between them other than boss and subordinate, but it’s not my place to ask. 

	“Like I knew what Noah’s girlfriend wrote? I just knew it was some kind of sex book so it wouldn’t be anything I’d probably ever read. Now you know.” 

	Allie rolls her eyes at him and takes a huge gulp of her drink. That’s gotta burn, but she seems to need it after Jordan sits next to her and places his hand on her thigh. She doesn’t move it away, either. Something is definitely brewing between these two. 

	“So, Allie, does your family live close?” Karen asks, also noticing Jordan’s hand on her thigh. 

	“No, it’s just me and my dad these days, but he lives in Washington D.C. and is working over the holidays. It’s the first Christmas I haven’t seen him, so Jordan took pity on me and brought me here. I hope you don’t mind.” 

	“Doesn’t look like pity to me,” Sawyer pipes up, and Owen throws him a parental glare. “Just saying, they look cozy.” 

	Karen also gives him a “shut up” look to which Sawyer actually pays attention. “Of course we don’t mind, the more the merrier. And don’t pay a lick of attention to Sawyer. You know these boys are brothers in every way it matters and it shows. You’ll see in the morning … I think the three of them get more excited for presents than my granddaughters do.” 

	“Like Rory and Diane don’t get excited about gifts,” Noah adds, defending the brothers. 

	“I’m pretty sure it was you and Sawyer who pushed so hard Jordan fell down and broke his arm one Christmas morning when you were about thirteen,” Owen says with a pointed gaze, and Allie and I bust up laughing. The rest of them must have heard this already, but this is new to me. 

	“You didn’t, Noah!” I say through my hysterical sobs. 

	“Oh, he did. They were so excited because they saw guitar-shaped silhouettes under the tree and it was all either of them had asked for the whole year. After that, we all piled into the car and spent the bulk of the morning in the emergency room.” 

	Jordan smiles up at Karen. “Yup, and when we got home, Mom and Dad made Noah and Sawyer pass out all the gifts to everyone. As punishment, they had to wait to open theirs until the rest of us were done.” 

	“That doesn’t seem like too much punishment. My dad would have whooped my behind,” Allie replies. 

	Karen continues, “Oh, that wasn’t all. We didn’t let them have their guitars until Jordan said they could. But Jordan has a good heart and he loves his brothers. They had those guitars opened before bedtime.” 

	Someone is ringing the doorbell like crazy. It must be the pizza this time. 

	“I got it,” Sawyer says, running to grab the door. 

	“Mel! This one is on you!” he calls out. 

	Noah gives me an odd look, but I have no clue who could be here. As soon as I’m in the hall, Eli catches sight of me and barrels past Sawyer, scooping me up and spinning me around. 

	“You crazy, amazing, wonderful, thoughtful best friend of mine! You made me cry in front of everyone, but I fucking love you, woman! Your friendship is still the better gift, though,” he says, setting me down. I brace my arm against the wall so I don’t fall from the dizziness. 

	“I take it you got your gift,” I reply, letting his enthusiasm sink in. He pulls me in for another hug; he’s crying this time. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to upset you, Eli.” 

	He pushes me back at arm’s length while our audience watches. “I’m not upset. I’m so happy I could burst. Seriously, Mel, that gift is everything, and it means more to me than you could possibly imagine. I had to come thank you in person. I’m sorry for interrupting. My parents weren’t too happy about me ditching out, but I had to.” 

	“Damn, Mel, what did you give him?” Wyatt asks, and Anna shushes him. 

	“Alright, you guys, I’m sorry for interrupting your night. Amelia Triton, you have always been and always will be my all-time favorite person. Hold on to her, Weston, they don’t make them much better.” His eyes linger on Rory; I’m sure Noah notices the attraction between them this time. 

	Eli leaves as quick as he came and all eyes are on me. “It was nothing, you guys. I gave him a guitar.” 

	“Boy Band plays guitar?” Wyatt’s shocked tone doesn’t surprise me. There’s a lot more to Eli than what the public knows. 

	“He does, and he’s really good, too. He learned from the best.” 

	“What kind of guitar was it?” Sawyer asks. He and Noah are propped up against the wall next to each other now, both in defensive poses. 

	“Does it matter?” I ask, losing most of the crowd with my tone. They’re pissing me off. 

	“Humor us,” Noah says. 

	“Fine. It was a 1934 Martin 000-45.” 

	Wyatt whistles from behind me, Sawyer looks pissed, and Noah seems downright hurt. 

	“Did you go home to get that?” Noah asks with an accusing tone. 

	“Home?” Wyatt and Sawyer echo, but I ignore them. 

	“No, Noah, I wouldn’t do that without you. I called one of the property managers and had them pack it up for Eli and send it to him. I don’t owe you an explanation, but I’ll give you one because I don’t have anything to hide.” 

	The three of them wait with baited breath for me to continue, but I need a second to compose myself. “My dad taught Eli to play on that guitar. It was Dad’s favorite guitar and he took it everywhere with us. He always intended to give it to Eli one day. After he was gone, I didn’t think about it. Probably because I was so angry with Eli. When we started talking about the house the other day, I remembered. And since Eli did me a huge favor by going with me to get your present today, I figured I owed him one. This one just happened to be a long time coming. Giving Eli that guitar was the right thing to do, and none of you are going to make me feel bad about it.” 

	On that note, I pivot on my heel and go back into the kitchen. After downing my eggnog, I have Karen give me a refill. They don’t get to be in the Christmas spirit for some people and not others. Who do they think they are? 

	Noah’s strong arms wrap around me from behind, but I don’t let myself fall into them like usual. “I’m sorry, babe. I had no right to judge or be jealous. What you did was a good thing and I’m proud of you.” 

	“Thank you,” I say, allowing myself to lean back into his embrace as he kisses me on the top of my head. 

	“They’re so cute,” Allie says to Jordan from the couch, and he just shakes his head. I think Jordan is a lot more like Sawyer than he is Noah. 

	After the pizza finally came, I was completely buzzed and I’m pretty sure everyone else in the house was, too. We were all spread around the table and the bar, eating and having a great time. 

	“Uncle Noah?” Saylor asks, tucking a dangling strand of cheese into her mouth. 

	“Yes, ladybug?” 

	“My mommy says you’re going to make lots of babies with Amelia. Will they be my cousins?” It was suddenly so quiet you could hear a pin drop. Diane covers her eyes with her hands, and Rob begins laughing uncontrollably, as does Noah. I must look like a deer caught in headlights, but when I see Sawyer’s face he looks sad. 

	“Maybe someday, Saylor, but not anytime soon. But yes, when I have a baby they will be your cousin.” Noah diffused that situation like a boss, and I suddenly find myself thinking about how sexy he is when he’s around his nieces. I can only imagine how I’d feel if he was all lovey like that with our kids. 

	“My wife is going to have to stop talking where little ears can hear,” Rob teases Diane, and Karen and Owen chuckle. 

	“It’s a lesson we all learn at some point. They get to a certain age where they repeat everything,” Owen tells Diane with a sympathetic nod. 

	Darren and Belle come in and Belle is practically drooling. “Want some pizza, mama?” I ask, passing her my plate. 

	“I’m not sure I do, but this baby smells cheese and dough and I’m suddenly starving. She’s going to be a carbaholic.” Belle takes a bite with an appreciative moan. And while she enjoys her pizza, Emme is tugging on Darren’s pant leg with pizza-covered fingers. 

	“What’s up, Emme buns?” Darren leans down and she feeds him a bite. He plops down on the floor with her and they babble about pizza and God knows what else. I think Belle’s ovaries are about to explode watching the two of them. If she has this kind of reaction with him and Emme, she’s going to be knocked up again in no time. 

	After the girls had their baths and were snuggled into their pajamas, they got things ready for Santa. Saylor and Sawyer picked out all the perfect Christmas cookies for Santa, and Emme picked out the carrots for the reindeer. My poor childhood reindeer must have been starving because we never left treats for them at our house. Diane and Rob finally put the girls to bed, and Karen took all the stockings to her room to fill after she and Owen said their goodnights. 

	Once the girls were asleep, the siblings jumped into action moving bikes, dollhouses, kitchen playsets, and more into the living room, surrounding the tree with them. It looks like a Christmas toy catalog. “This is too much, you guys! We’re never going to fit all of this into our house!” Diane exclaims in awe. 

	Based on what everyone bought for the little ones, Santa has been extra giving this year. 

	“They can leave some of it here. They’ll get a kick out of being able to come over and play with it. We’ll be back at Easter, but you know you guys can come over whenever to hang out and go to the beach. It will give them toys for the summer.” Sawyer makes a valid point. 

	We spend hours talking and drinking until Rob realizes it’s after midnight. Knowing the girls will be up early and we’re all drunker than we should be—except for Belle, of course—we decide to call it a night. 

	As soon as Noah and I make it into our room, he presses me against the wall, slamming his mouth against mine in a passionate kiss. His hands are everywhere all at once and so are mine. When my hands make their way to his cock, he groans in appreciation. “I’m so fucking hard for you right now.” 

	“Do you want your present, Noah? It’s technically Christmas and I’d like to give it to you in private.” 

	“Is it sexual?” he asks with a wicked gleam in his eyes. 

	“Not necessarily, but I think it will be. Get naked and be ready for me. I’ll be back in a minute.” 

	“Don’t take too long, Mel. I don’t have much patience right now.” He tugs on my bottom lip with his teeth and smacks my ass. Hm … drunk Noah is playful; this could be fun. 

	I pull three bags out from under the cabinet. One has part of my present to Noah, one has a present for Belle’s baby, and the last one has Christmas wrapping paper and supplies. 

	Noah’s present is a red lace camisole and a pair of low-riding panties. Once I have them on, I tape a piece of wrapping paper over my bandage as decoration. My heart begins to pound; I hope I did the right thing and this isn’t about to blow up in my face. I’m so far out of my comfort zone right now I could cry, but I did this for Noah; I’d do anything for him. 

	When I walk out of the bathroom, he’s instantly on his feet. “Damn, Mel, you look beautiful.” He grazes his hands across the lacey material, pausing below my hip. Walking backward to the bed, he inches up my camisole and lowers my panties a bit, his eyes narrowing at the festively-covered bandage. “What’s this, Mel? What did you do?” I’m biting my lip, and Noah brings his finger up and pulls it from my mouth. “Talk to me, baby. What is this?”

	“It’s something for us. I have a hard time letting people into my heart, Noah, and you are my polar opposite in that aspect. In everything you do, you’re looking to the future, encouraging me and reminding me you have faith in us, even if I’m not ready for the big steps yet.” 

	“And I always will,” he replies sincerely, his hands still hovering around the bandage but not touching it. 

	“I know you will, and this is my way of showing you even if my logical mind isn’t there yet, my heart has been with yours every step of the way and always will be, forever.” My hands begin to tremble as I brace them on his shoulders. He sits down on the edge of the bed and traces the outer edges. 

	“Can I open it now?” 

	I nod wordlessly as he carefully pulls the bandage back. Since the ink is fresh, it’s still covered in ointment, but the black script is bold and unmistakable. His eyes bounce back and forth between mine and the tattoo. He’s speechless; I can only hope that’s a good thing. 

	“Do you like it?” 

	A single tear escapes his eye and he kisses his way up my body, slowly and seductively. “It’s the sexiest fucking thing I’ve ever seen and the best present anyone has ever given me.” 

	“Really?” I ask on a sigh of relief, thankful I didn’t just mess things up. 

	“Do you even have to ask? You tattooed my last name on one of the sexiest parts of your body where only I can see it. The name that will soon enough be yours, the name that will belong to our children. You just made yourself a part of my family legacy without me even asking you to. How could I not love it?” 

	“Um … yeah, about that … Eli has seen it. I needed someone to go with me and he was the lucky winner. But Noah, he’s so fucking happy for us. And he knows, without a doubt, you’re the man who holds the key to my heart and my happiness.” 

	“Damn straight I do.” Noah pulls off the camisole and my panties, kissing his way from my hips to my toes as he takes them off. My entire body hums with need. After grabbing a condom off the nightstand and rolling it on, he lies down and pulls me to him. “Love me, Mel.” 

	With my legs spread over his, I position him at my entrance and slide down onto him slowly. His hands move immediately to my hips, with his thumb caressing the outer edges of the “W” on my new tattoo. He’s careful not to touch it since it’s still a bit pink and tender, but he’s getting as close as possible. His eyes are locked on it as I ride him slowly, as if it’s going to disappear into thin air if he loses sight of it. 

	I can’t even be mad; it’s obvious he loves it. Even without making eye contact with me directly, he’s making love to me with every other part of his body. 

	“Kiss me, Amelia,” he commands, finally moving his eyes to mine. As I take his mouth with mine, he pushes deeper into me. Lacing his fingers through my hair with one hand, he sits up on his other elbow and pulls me closer to him. With every stroke of his tongue and thrust of his hips he brings me higher and higher into euphoria. 

	Our passionate cries fuel the desire between us, each of us not able to get enough of the other. If I knew getting a tattoo would have this effect on Noah, I might have done it sooner. “Noah!” I cry when he hits that perfect spot inside of me again and again. 

	“Come with me, Amelia,” he says, gripping my hip harder, trying to hold on as he waits for me. 

	My walls convulse around him, and I stifle my cries by taking his lips in mine. Noah’s body trembles as he powerfully releases himself into me. He wraps both his arms around me and we tumble back onto the mattress together, both of us panting as if we just ran a marathon. 

	After he tosses away the condom, Noah climbs on top of me, resting his head by my upper thigh as he traces his fingers around and around my tattoo. “Thank you for my present.” His sparkling eyes meet mine. 

	“You’re welcome,” I reply with a smile.

	“I have to ask, have you always wanted a tattoo?” 

	“Nope, not really.” 

	With my words, he comes back up to the top of the bed and tucks me into the crook of his arm. “So why now, Mel?” He seems concerned now that the endorphins are wearing off; maybe the alcohol is, too. 

	“That night with Sara was eye-opening for me in a lot of ways. My logical mind tells me it’s only been three months, almost five if you count when we met. But the part of me my heart rules says it doesn’t matter. Love is love. I love you, Noah Weston, and I don’t need a calendar to remind me it hasn’t been long enough, or that it’s been just the right amount of time.”

	“So you’re proving a point to yourself?” he asks with genuine curiosity. 

	“No, not even close. I’m reminding myself life should be lived to the fullest and you are the best thing that has ever happened to me. I put your name on my body because you’re the only man I’ve ever wanted as a permanent fixture in my life. Ever, Noah. After what happened to us, I don’t care what anyone thinks.” 

	He kisses the top of my head, and I snuggle in closer to him. “So was the placement significant to you? It could have been your wrist, shoulder, low back, or forearm, but why here?” he asks, tracing the tattoo again. 

	“It’s going to sound girly.” 

	He chuckles against the top of my head. “I like girly, in case you haven’t noticed.” 

	“Okay, but don’t laugh. So it’s below my hip but basically right above my pelvic bone. I put it there so only you could see it. Even in a bathing suit, I’m pretty sure it will be tucked away nicely. I don’t care if people know I have it, but this seems intimate somehow.”

	“Very intimate,” he murmurs while playing with my hair. 

	“And I was going to get Noah instead, but I started thinking about it and realized Weston would be more appropriate because eventually … years down the line … those bones are going to move to make room for the babies growing inside of me. At least one or two Westons will come from these hips. I guess I thought … I don’t know, I just loved their name being in the area they’ll grow would be sort of special.” 

	“It’s so fucking special, Mel. But I don’t know … one or two is calling it low. I picture at least four or more. Especially since twins run in the family.” 

	I flip over and pop a kiss on his lips. “No way, Noah, these hips won’t spread that far. No twins allowed.” 

	“Tell that to the Weston powerhouse sperm. I’m only the delivery method, they’re the ones who work their way to the final destination.” He sounds so fucking happy.

	“And that’s why we’re not having babies for years. Our sex life is way too phenomenal to give up on it this early. We need to practice for a long, long time.” 

	With a yawn, he pulls me back into the crook of his arm. “Our sex life is pretty damn amazing. Merry Christmas, Amelia. Thank you for the best gift ever.” 

	“Merry Christmas, Noah,” I reply with a yawn of my own. As I fall asleep, the only thought in my mind is how extraordinarily lucky I am to be here. 
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	The Holidays

	Morning comes quickly. For someone who isn’t a morning person, Noah is bright-eyed and ready for action. And when I say action, I don’t mean the good kind. He’s as bad as one of the kids, dying to go open his presents and give me mine. 

	We make our way out to the living room, where everyone seems to be gathering. The girls aren’t even up yet, but I’m sure their uncles will wake them soon. Karen is brewing coffee for all; I’ve never been more thankful for her than the moment she passes me the first cup. Even Sawyer is smiling from ear to ear, not seeming to care I got a cup before him. 

	Belle pulls me aside and eyes me up with a curious glare. 

	“Morning, Belle. Merry Christmas.” 

	The side of her mouth pulls up in a crooked grin “Mm hm, I bet it is. Noah must have given you some present last night.” 

	A blush creeps up my face as I pull her into the bathroom. “Why do you say that?” 

	“Because I got up for some leftover pizza around one in the morning and the way you were calling out his name even got me hot and bothered. What the hell did he give you to deserve that performance?” 

	Shit, I didn’t realize we were so loud, but we were pretty drunk. “Um, it’s actually what I gave him.” 

	“Well?” she prompts, her hands on her hips. I never intended to keep this from her. If Noah wants to tell anyone, that’s his choice. 

	“In the vault, Belle, okay?” 

	She nods excitedly, and I pass her my coffee to hold while I gingerly lower my pants and peel back the bandage. Seeing her eyes bug out of her head is worth everything. I don’t think I’ve ever surprised Belle this much. She places my cup on the counter and hugs me. 

	“I’m not sure I ever thought I’d see the day, but this is almost as good as a wedding ring. Shit, Mel, no wonder he made you scream like a banshee. He probably came once just from looking at that sexy ink.” 

	“Hardly. He saved all that for me. And damn … it was all that.” 

	“So I heard. What does this mean exactly?” 

	Her brown eyes twinkle with excitement. “It means someday, way down the road, I’m going to accept a ring, get married, and after years of phenomenal sex, be his baby mama.”

	“Good, that’s exactly what should happen. For some reason I can’t picture you or Noah having an oops baby like me and Darren. I could totally picture Sawyer having ten of them, though,” she adds with a laugh. 

	“Honestly, I picture Sawyer more with paternity suits out of nowhere. Hopefully, that never happens. He deserves more than that.” 

	Belle’s mood turns somber for a minute. “How’s that going?” 

	“We’re friends, Belle. Serious, honest-to-goodness friends. I’m not sure how we got there, but we’re in a great place. I love Sawyer, but he’s not the one for me.” 

	“Does he know that?” 

	“He does. Sawyer is constantly encouraging me to have patience with Noah and reminding me how much Noah loves me. It was rough in the beginning, but Sawyer loves his brother and would never do anything to hurt him.” 

	A soft knock at the door interrupts our talk. When I crack it open, Noah is smiling at me. “Is this a private party or can anyone join?” 

	“I’ll let you two talk,” Belle says, ducking out behind Noah as he walks in and locks the door behind him. 

	“What was that about?” The knowing twinkle in his eye already tells me he knows what we were up to. 

	“She heard us last night, Noah!” I whisper-shout into his ear. 

	“Yeah, well … I wouldn’t be surprised if anyone on that side of the house heard us last night, Mel. We weren’t exactly quiet.” 

	“I’m so embarrassed. How can I go out there knowing they all heard us?” 

	Noah laughs and pulls me close. “Everyone in this house, kids aside, has had sex. If they haven’t been embarrassed at some point, they’re not doing it right. We were on fire last night. Mel, and I’m not going to apologize for that. Were you showing Belle your tattoo?” 

	“I was. I can’t hide that from her. She’s the only other person who sees me in all stages of getting dressed. But I’m not telling or showing anyone else. It’s your gift, you can shout it from the rooftops if you want to, but I’m not showing it off to anyone else.” 

	“I wouldn’t expect you to, and I have no current plans to shout anything from the rooftops. But Sawyer is about to wake the girls up, so we need to go open presents.” He kisses me quickly and opens the door. 

	Sawyer pauses as he walks by. “Last night wasn’t enough for you two?” The glimmer in his eye tells me he’s teasing. 

	“I’m never having sex again,” I mumble. 

	Sawyer laughs. “Why would you punish yourself like that? From the sounds of it, Noah was doing everything right.” Still laughing, he walks down the hall to get Saylor and Emme. Noah’s even laughing, but I don’t find it funny. After grabbing my coffee, I head to the kitchen for a refill. 

	Thankfully, everyone is already gathered in the living room and chatting excitedly. Rob and Diane both have cameras out, ready to record, and when the girls run into the room with Sawyer right behind them, I understand why. Talk about a priceless memory. I’ve only been the kid at Christmas; I’ve never seen the excitement of other kids at Christmas. Everyone in the room is beaming with every squeal and scream as the girls try out their new gifts from Santa. 

	Once it dies down a bit, Noah, Sawyer, Emme, and Saylor play Santa and pass out gifts to everyone. I excuse myself for a moment to get Belle’s gift from the bedroom. When I come back, the whole room is in disarray with people opening gifts. As I hold Belle’s gift in front of her, she reaches for it with grabby hands. 

	“Yours is in that pile somewhere at your feet, but this one is for the baby,” I tell her, and she immediately pulls all the tissue paper out and holds up the pink and white onesie. 

	“Auntie Mel loves me most.” She hops up and manages to avert the presents at her feet as she gives me a hug. “This is the cutest thing ever. Thank you.” 

	Even Darren seems to think it’s adorable. I make my way over to Noah where he’s saved me a spot on the floor next to the couch. It’s a full house in here and it still amazes me they all spend the holidays together. 

	“When did you get that?” he asks as he passes me a gift. 

	“Yesterday, when I was out. Once we found out it was a girl, I wanted to get something especially for her.” 

	“That’s really sweet. Sawyer has already claimed favorite uncle so you may have a fight on your hands.” 

	“Sawyer can bring it. I’ve known Belle longer than he’s known Darren. He can be favorite uncle but I’m all-time favorite anything.” 

	Noah just chuckles and moves on to opening more gifts. Everyone is floating in a sea of presents. It’s too chaotic to pay attention to what everyone is getting, but I make sure to call out my thank yous as I open each gift. Once I’ve opened them all, Noah hands me a square box. 

	“This is from me,” he says shyly. As I open it, I feel everyone’s eyes on me. Inside the box is a C.D. labeled “Mel’s EP” and a USB stick. The back of the case says Songs for Mel. 

	“Noah, what is this?” I already know; my trembling hands and tear-filled eyes give it away, but I can’t believe he would do this. 

	“That’s what I was doing in the garage. Making you your own … mixed tape of sorts. These are all songs that remind me of you, or of us, in some way. I promised you more songs, Mel, and this time I stepped out of my comfort zone to give you exactly what you asked for.” 

	“That is so sweet,” Diane says from the love seat. 

	I put the present down, place both of my hands on his cheeks, and kiss him senseless. I don’t even care that everyone is watching. “This is the best present ever. Thank you, Noah.” 

	With a shy smile, he nods and laces our fingers together. Everyone is smiling at us like we’re too adorable for words. Maybe we are. 

	“Noah is so fucking whipped,” Sawyer says after our affectionate display. Of course, the little ears pick up on it. 

	“Daddy, what does whipped mean?” Saylor asks innocently, and Sawyer leans his head back and laughs. 

	“One day, Sawyer, it’s going to be your kids asking questions and I’m going to have a ball making sure you get payback,” Rob tells him as he tries to refocus Saylor on her toys and not her naughty uncle. 

	I know it’s Christmas and everyone is having a great time, but all I want to do is go to my room and listen to the music Noah made for me. In a way it’s like having a present I still can’t open. As the hours pass and the day turns to night, the alcohol flows freely again. By the time we get to go to sleep, neither Noah or myself can walk a straight line. 

	“So … how was your first Weston family Christmas?” Noah’s words are slurred as he pulls me down onto the bed with him. 

	“It was fun, but all I want to do is listen to my present.” 

	“Is that so?” he asks, climbing on top of me. “Because I want to listen to my present, too. I think we can give them a run for their money on last night’s show, how about you?” 

	With Noah’s hardness pressed up against me, any thoughts of music are completely out of my mind. 

	“I think that can be arranged,” I reply as he moves his mouth to mine. 
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	It’s New Year’s Eve. Since Christmas, Noah and I have spent almost every waking second wrapped around each other in bed. In what little free time I’ve had outside of the bed, I’ve been constantly listening to Noah’s music. Having the house to ourselves for a few days has been absolute bliss. 

	Darren took Belle away for a few days, Sawyer is spending time at J’s before we go back on the road, and their family left the day after Christmas. Warren, Sam, Anna, and Wyatt went back up to San Diego for a few days before we go back on the road. 

	I thought they would be doing one last show for New Year’s, but Noah said they left that scene behind years ago. He did say he has plans for us tonight and for me to dress casual and warm. For the last few hours, he’s been running errands while I’ve been relaxing and getting ready. Noah’s version of “Let it be Me” by Ray LaMontagne is flowing through the speakers, and like anything Noah does, it’s amazing. 

	I’m trying to pick out what to wear. So far, I’ve got an emerald-green bra and panty set to match Noah’s eyes. The weather is mild—in the upper sixties—but if we’re going to be out it could get pretty cold. I just wish I knew if I was dressing for warmth from car to building, or like waiting all night to see the Rose Parade. Finally, I settle on jeans, a sweater, and a pair of Nike’s. I can bring a jacket just in case. 

	While I wait for Noah, I go back through my notes from the holidays. I got behind in work after the accident, but I was able to catch up while Noah was working on my album. At some point, I’m going to have to start writing, but there’s so much information to take in and organize. My photos help because they help me keep a timeline. Different cities each week, new fans, so much hype, and four men who are absolutely nothing like I would have expected them to be. Their public image isn’t even close to who they really are. And that’s what I want to showcase—them. These four amazing men who value family, friendship, and love over anything. I want their fans to get to know them as I have; maybe they’ll have a better understanding as to why this is the end for them. 

	Luckily, I have a year to complete the book once the tour is wrapped up, but I’m so excited to begin the writing process I doubt it will take that long. I’m pulled from my musings when my phone dings with an incoming message. 

	Sawyer: Just wanted to wish you a Happy New Year, I know we won’t talk later. 

	Me: Thank you! I hope you have a Happy New Year, too. What are you guys up to tonight?

	Sawyer: No good, most likely the usual. Party at the bar, meet women, party with women after the bar. 

	Me: Well … be safe. 

	Sawyer: Enjoy your night, Princess, you’re going to have a great time.

	Me: You know what he’s planning? I’m completely in the dark! 

	Sawyer: Of course, who do you think helped him plan? Noah is smooth but sometimes even he needs help.

	Me: Thanks for helping your brother with his plans. 

	Sawyer: There’s not much I wouldn’t do for him, or you, Princess. Enjoy your night. 

	Me: You’re sweeter than you let on, but I won’t let your secret out of the bag. P.S. Don’t forget to use your own condoms. Never trust a groupie. 

	Sawyer: Thanks for protecting my virtue and my image. No babies for me anytime soon, don’t worry.

	I send Sawyer the video link for “Red Solo Cup” by Toby Keith and wait for his reply. It comes pretty quickly. 

	Sawyer: Oh, Princess, you can do better than that. I would have thought this would be more your speed. 

	I click on the link; it’s “Tonite” by D.J. Quik, and I bust out laughing. This song used to be my and Belle’s jam. 

	Me: That song is so much more my speed! I’m beginning to think you know me too well. 

	Sawyer: Just well enough. Night, Princess, we’re off to the bar. 

	Me: Night, Sawyer … stay safe <3

	“What are you smiling at?” Noah asks as he walks in with a beautiful bouquet of red roses. Wearing a pair of dark jeans, black Vans, and a black long-sleeve Henley, he looks fucking scrumptious. 

	“Your brother. He wanted to say Happy New Year early. He also said he helped you plan my surprise and I should enjoy it.” 

	“You are absolutely going to enjoy it, and he didn’t exactly help me plan so much as help me execute said plan.” 

	“So are those for me?” 

	“Well, I don’t know,” he says, stalking toward me. “You are the only smoking hot woman in this room with the name Weston tattooed on her skin. You tell me, are they for you?” 

	He’s in a playful mood tonight. “They’d better be, or else I’m going to be sleeping alone tonight.” 

	Noah pulls me close and tugs my bottom lip into his mouth “Not a chance. I’m not sleeping alone ever again if I can help it, and neither are you.” 

	“Am I dressed okay?” 

	He makes a show of looking me over head to toe and then spins me around and smacks my ass. “You’re perfect. Tonight is all about me and you.” 

	“Should I bring a jacket?” 

	“Sure, but I’m not sure if you’ll need it. We’ll have to play it by ear. Are you ready to go?” His eyes are dancing with happiness; I can’t wait to see what he has up his sleeve.

	“Absolutely” 

	Locking my arm in his, Noah leads the way through the house and out the back door. The stairs down to the ocean are all lit up with tealight candles. When we reach their private beach, there’s a white canopy tent set up. Like the kind they use for weddings but on a bit of a smaller scale. 

	“Noah, what is this?” 

	He pulls me into his warm embrace and kisses me tenderly. “I promised you a night under the stars and tonight is our night. Come see.”

	As he leads me to the tent, he points upward; it’s then I notice the top of this tent is clear plastic. When I look around, I’m amazed at all he’s done. There is a queen-sized air mattress topped with warm blankets and big, fluffy pillows. There are battery-powered heaters in the corners and lanterns next to the bed, as well as on the table where our dinner waits for us. Champagne is chilling on ice and roses are on the tables, accentuating the romance. The best part of all might just be the wooden floor underneath us so we’re not plowing through sand. 

	“This is amazing. How did you manage to do all of this in only a few short hours?” 

	With a shrug of his shoulders, he pulls me back into his arms. “There’s not much money won’t do if the price is right. Not to mention Sawyer and J helped a lot. And just in case you’re wondering, there is a security team in place in case some drunk partiers make it this far down the beach. It’s unlikely, but sometimes it happens.” 

	“I wasn’t worried. I know you’ll take care of us however you need to. Thank you for this, it’s the most incredible thing anyone has ever done for me.” 

	Noah trails kisses along my collarbone and works his way up to right below my ear. His hands are on my ass as he pulls me tightly against him. “This is our year, Amelia, and I wanted it to start off perfectly. The rest of our lives begins now.” Noah fumbles in his pocket for a second as soft music begins piping through the tent. “May I have this dance?” 

	“Of course.” As I tuck myself into Noah’s arms, the beauty of this moment sinks in. The soft, jazzy music, the stars looking down on us from above, the ocean waves crashing against the shore—nothing could be more perfect. 

	We spend some time dancing under the moonlit stars, enjoying each other’s company. Noah’s taste in music is exceptional and before I know it he’s leading me to the dinner table. When he uncovers shrimp scampi I moan in appreciation. Noah’s learned pasta is the way to my heart. After dinner, he leads us outside our tent where there is a bonfire and blankets ready for us. Once we’re snuggled together I lean my head against his shoulder. 

	“What are you thinking?” he asks while we gaze at the stars above us. It’s a perfectly clear night; the view couldn’t be better. 

	“A few things, actually.” Sitting here with him reminds me of the first night we met. The night I never even wanted to go to their concert in the first place. 

	“Okay, so start with the biggest.” 

	With a sigh, I continue to look up at the stars—letting all my emotions run wild—and give him exactly what he asks for. “I didn’t plan for this, and I never thought I would be this kind of girl.” 

	He tightens his hold around my shoulder. “What kind of girl is that?” 

	“That night when we met, I didn’t want to go. I was happy to stay home, curled up in my pajamas, and talk to some of my readers on social media. Did you know Belle and I actually got into a little tiff because I wouldn’t wear the BAD shirt she brought over for me?” I laugh at the memory. “I told her it was me or the shirt, and at the time I was wishing the shirt would win, but she picked me.” 

	“Remind me to thank her,” he adds with a chuckle. 

	“So we went to the show and it was a flashback of everything I’d been running from the past few years. As much as I didn’t want to enjoy it, especially since I’m not fond of the band’s music … sorry, I know, sensitive subject.” 

	“It’s okay, Mel, you like our new stuff and you seem to enjoy my music, so I’ll forgive you.”

	Placing a light kiss on his cheek, my eyes meet his. “I adore your music. But back to the story. That night, I felt this anticipation.” He raises his brow, and I tuck myself back into his shoulder. “Yeah, I know, there’s that word again. I should have understood something bigger was at work. As we went from our seats to being led through the halls at The Greek …” 

	“That’s where I first saw you. Did you notice me looking at you?” he interrupts. 

	“No, I felt you, though. I felt eyes on me, but when I looked up, no one was looking at me. You must have turned away. Then I felt eyes on me again so I turned around, but it was Sawyer then, watching as we walked away.” 

	“That’s not surprising at all. Sawyer has always had radar for good-looking women, he’s just lacking the necessary execution to do anything more than have them for a one-night stand.” 

	Noah’s abrupt words surprise me, and I find myself quickly defending Sawyer. “He could if he wants to, Noah, but he doesn’t. This is what he wants for now. He seems perfectly content with that. But I do hope, for his sake, he finds someone after the tour who makes him reconsider keeping himself shut off.”

	“You two have talked about relationships?” 

	“Don’t act so stunned. Sawyer and I have become friends, and I have interviewed each of you for the book, so of course we’ve talked. But we’re not talking about him right now, we’re talking about us.” 

	Noah smiles and places a brief kiss on top of my head. “Of course we are. Please continue.” 

	“From the moment we met you guys, I was intrigued. You just … weren’t what I was expecting. And after we got to your house, I just had this excited but uneasy feeling. When Warren hit me with your offer, I was stunned and came down here to think. The last thing on my mind that night was finding a man or going on tour. It was terrifying to think about getting on a tour bus again. The last couple tours I was on didn’t end so well, you know?” 

	“I’m sorry, Mel, we didn’t know.” His soft words are comforting, and he squeezes my hand in support. 

	“I know, Noah, it’s okay. I’m happy I came so I could put those things behind me once and for all. But I was still reveling in the fact I was an independent woman. I didn’t want nor need a man. I had BOB for the times when he was needed, and for the first time in my life I was making real money and could see a future beyond being someone’s assistant. Then you happened.” 

	“And is that a bad thing?” 

	When I look at Noah, his brown hair is blowing in the breeze, the moonlight shimmers off his eyebrow ring, and there’s a grin poking up from the corner of his mouth. I wish I had a picture of him like this because he’s never looked more handsome. 

	“No, it’s a good thing. From the moment you sat down on the sand next to me, I never stood a chance. I was this independent, kickass woman, who didn’t need a man in her life, and then you came along and kind of blew my world apart.” 

	“I’m pretty sure you blew my world apart,” he replies, letting his lips caress mine for the briefest of moments. 

	“But here’s the thing … I don’t feel like we rushed things. Isn’t that strange? It’s like the whole time we were friends and getting to know each other, but my heart kind of raced ahead to the finish line while the rest of me caught up. I’m sure there are things I don’t know about you, probably more things I don’t know than things I do know. But every time I find out something new, my heart beats faster and I get excited to know more. That night I didn’t want this, but now I can’t imagine not having it. So now, my question for you is this … You could have any woman in the world, Noah. Why me?” 

	Noah moves his arm down to my waist and flips me so we’re face to face with me straddling him. “I wasn’t looking for you, either, Mel. Not exactly, anyway. I knew I wanted the tour over so I could work on settling down. Because that’s where I’m at right now. I want what Anna and Wyatt have, but I want kids in that equation. Dating on tour is next to impossible, so I knew once it was over I’d finally have a shot at finding more. Then you came along with your sassy mouth, pouty lips, sexy mind, and beautiful body and soul and I realized … Why not you?”

	Noah’s lips find my collarbone, and he blazes a trail of kisses up along my neck and works his way slowly and seductively to my mouth. After a sensual kiss, he continues his story. “When you came down to think, I followed because Darren wanted Belle, and because I was hoping to get to know you better. I didn’t have any clue my heart was going to be stolen by yours right here on this beach. Once that happened, I was a goner. Every day from the night we met until the tour started, I waited in anticipation of seeing you again. Yet I knew if we got involved it could be problematic, to say the least. When you got on the bus and I offered you my bed and you turned me down because you thought I was a manwhore, it really bothered me. I didn’t want you to have that opinion of me, and I was damn well going to prove to you I was a man worth taking seriously.” 

	“Yeah, I could tell from the expression on your face I really hurt you when I said that. I’m sorry for ever assuming the worst about you.” 

	“I forgive you,” he says solemnly. “The bottom line is you make me happy, Amelia. Happier than I’ve ever been. When I wake up in the morning, I’m excited to have a whole new day with you. And when I fall asleep at night with you by my side, I sleep easier knowing you’re tucked safely in my arms. I wasn’t looking for you, either, but fate knew it was our time and she brought you to me.” 

	The sounds of fireworks popping pulls my attention from Noah. Looking over my shoulder, I witness a gorgeous display. He turns my face back toward his. “Happy New Year, Amelia.” 

	“Happy New Year, Noah,” I reply before he takes my mouth and kisses me sensuously under the moonlit sky. Once he releases me, he turns me around and tucks me between his legs so we can watch the fireworks. 

	“This is amazing. Do they do this every year?” 

	He murmurs against my ear. “Do you want me to have them do this every year?” 

	Oh my God. He did this for me. 

	“Noah, you didn’t?” 

	“Enjoy the show, Mel.” His whispered words wrap around me like a cocoon. And as the grand finale begins, with me still tucked between Noah’s legs, he reaches into his pocket and presents a box in front of me. With his mouth still pressed against my ear, his husky words wrap around me and fill me with fear and a simultaneous comfort the likes of which I’ve never experienced. 

	“Amelia Greyson, I know people will say it’s fast, but sometimes you just know. I’ve known since the first night on this beach with you that what we had was vastly different than anything I’ve ever experienced. Last month, when I almost lost you, it brought my whole life into perspective. Every moment we have is a gift and I don’t want to miss any moments with you. Marry me, Mel. We can move as fast or as slowly as you like. I want to know that one day you’ll be my forever, no matter how long it takes to get there.”

	Any rational thought is gone from my mind. “I don’t understand. When did you … Noah!” 

	He chuckles against my skin as if he already knew he was going to throw me off guard. “The day Wyatt and I were shopping. I lied. I found exactly what I was looking for. If you don’t like it we can get something else, I won’t be hurt.” 

	“Before the tattoo?” 

	“Yeah, baby. Before the tattoo.” 

	He wanted me before he knew. He wants me forever. God help me, I want him, too. I flip back around and straddle him again, pulling his face to mine. He fumbles with the ring box for a second before finally getting a grasp on it again. 

	“Yes, Noah Weston. I will absolutely, with my entire heart and soul, marry you.” And before he can even slip the ring onto my finger, I seal my promise with a kiss I’ll remember my entire life. I’ll never be able to watch a fireworks display again without remembering this night and this kiss. 

	After I’ve kissed him breathless, he pulls the ring from the box and holds it up in front of me. “Did you even look at the ring?” 

	“I didn’t before, but I see it now and it’s gorgeous. Thank you.” 

	It’s perfect. A single, solitary round-cut diamond on a band made of smaller diamonds all the way around. It’s a little flashy for everyday Mel, but considering I’m going to be a rock star’s wife, it’s extremely understated. 

	As he slides the ring on my finger, I’m amazed it fits perfectly. “Did Belle know?” 

	He shakes his head. “Why do you ask?” 

	“The ring fits like it was made for me. I figured she gave you my size.” 

	“Darren told me what size he got Belle and I got two sizes up from that. I was going to just get one but Darren reminded me how tiny Belle really is, so I went up one more.” 

	“Good call. So do all the guys know?” 

	A sheepish looks crosses his face. “Well … yeah. I needed their help, and they were happy to give it once they figured out why. Even Sawyer went out of his way to make sure all of this went off without a hitch. I owe him a lot for tonight.” 

	“He loves you. Just remember that when you have to return the favor for him one day.” 

	Noah holds my hand up and lets his fingers caress the ring, then he brings it to his mouth and kisses my hand. 

	“Can I make love to the future Mrs. Weston now?” 

	“Yes, please” I murmur, allowing him to help me up from the sand. 

	 

	 


Amelia

	Present Day

	That night was hands down one of the best nights of my life. It was also the calm before the storm. Even now, looking back, there would have been no way to pinpoint all the changes to come. The first of many started a mere few hours before we left to go back on the road. I’d love to write about that night; maybe someday I’ll come back and add to this part of the book. Right now, it’s a private memory between the two of us. What I will say is our lovemaking hit a higher plane of existence that night. One of which our relationship continued to thrive upon. 

	It seems like everything after that night was in fast forward. The new year brought new challenges, but Noah’s and my love never faltered, but I’ll get to that. 

	Moving back over to the window, I look out at the dreary day. The waves crash furiously against the shore, lashing back at mother nature in anger for disrupting their calm, lazy approach. It’s even been thundering and lightning, which is rare for Southern California. Normally, I’d be worried about the boys since they’re camping, but they’re really glamping. Their idea of camping is a three-bedroom luxury cabin up in Big Bear where they can play in the snow, talk shit with each other, and drink. They need this time away, too. Since the tour ended, it’s only the second time they’ve had a boys’ weekend and the first one didn’t go too well, but I’ll eventually get to that, too. 

	The chime of my inbox reminds me there’s still lots of work to do if I’m going to finish this book in less than forty hours. Speaking of … it’s a message from him. 

	Hey, 

	This storm has wreaked some havoc up here. The roads are all closed and they don’t anticipate them being open until Monday morning. Looks like you’ve got yourself an extra day to make a decision. I know this isn’t easy, but nothing worth having ever is. All you really need to know is I love you, and I always have. Everything else is just details. 

	I’ve been considering sending him the pages I wrote yesterday. I thought maybe I’d let him read them when he came home, if he was still interested after hearing my answer. But now that he’s going to be gone an extra day, and I’m still no closer to an answer than I was when they left, maybe it’s the perfect time to let him into my thoughts. If anything, maybe he’ll empathize with me and understand my hesitation if he knows what’s going on in my heart and in my mind. Before I second guess myself to death, I reply. 

	Hi, 

	Thank you for the update, please stay safe up there. I know how you guys can be at times and since you’re snowed in, please don’t go snowboard off a cliff and break a leg or anything. I’m thinking about your question, but I’m never really not thinking about it. I know you feel like I blow you off a lot, but this situation is so much bigger than us. Actually, I’ve been writing. I know you thought I might and you were right. It’s the only way to find my way through to the answers I need. I’m going to send you what I’ve written so far. If you want more, I can send you the rest as I continue to write. Don’t worry about me; one way or another I’ll have an answer for you when you come home. I love you. 

	A little while later, he replies. 

	Thank you for trusting me with your words. I’ll take good care of them. Now, all you need to do is trust me with your heart. I won’t let you down, not this time. I love you, too. Always. 

	His words resonate with me long after his email. I’ve never feared him letting me down. My fear is losing him forever. 
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	Belle’s New York Announcement 

	Slammers! 

	Happy New Year! Yes, I fully realize that was yesterday, but today is our first BAD announcement for the year and it seemed appropriate. Alright, let’s get down to business. After spending the holidays home with their family and loved ones, our BAD boys are once again on the move. Under the cover of night, BAD will arrive in New York for a week filled with interviews and shows. Hopefully, you’re one of the lucky ones who get to see them. But if not, or if you’re not in the New York area, please see the list of interviews below and where you can watch them. 

	This year is going to be one for the records, folks! Our BAD boys are on their way out, but who’s coming in? Check out the list of emerging new artists on our homepage and see if you can pick the next up-and-coming legacy. Who knows, maybe once our boys retire they’ll start mentoring some of these new groups and won’t be completely lost to us. It’s all wishful thinking and speculation, but a girl can dream! 

	On another note, meet and greets. BAD and their security teams have decided meet and greets will remain modified to autographs only. In light of recent occurrences, I’m sure you can all understand why this is the new rule. Anyone in the meet and greet will now receive a group photo of BAD which you can have autographed while you’re there to help make up for the inconvenience. Isn’t that sweet of them? I swear they are always considering their fans’ feelings, which is why BAD is truly one of a kind. 

	That’s all for now! 

	Don’t forget - Live today like there’s no tomorrow. 

	Xs and Os 

	Belle
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	One big façade 

	“Earth to Mel, where are you?” Noah’s teasing tone pulls me from my frantic thoughts. Our plane is taking off and even though it’s a private plane, I still don’t want to tell him what’s really on my mind. 

	“I’m right here, sorry. I get a little nervous on planes. I’m more of a bus girl.” 

	He laces his fingers in mine and nods in understanding. “You’ve been off since you got back from the doctor. Did the procedure go okay? Do you need some pain meds or to lie down or something? I read,” he takes note of the people surrounding us and whispers, “that getting an IUD can be uncomfortable.” 

	Leave it to Noah to research IUD placements. I’d kiss him if I weren’t so nervous. “I’m okay. A few days and I’ll be good as new. I’ve just got a lot on my mind, especially with the signing tomorrow and everything.” 

	“I’m sorry I can’t be there. I’m still trying to get out of my interview, though. I really want to be there to support you. I’m so proud of you, Mel. All your dreams are coming true.” 

	“Hey, lovebirds,” Wyatt calls out from across the aisle. “You guys pick a wedding date yet? You know that’s going to be the most-asked question as soon as the paparazzi get a look at that rock on Mel’s finger.” 

	Thankfully, Noah takes the lead on this one. My head just really isn’t in the game right now. “There’s no rush. Whenever Mel wants to get married, we’ll get married.” 

	“So, like, never?” Sawyer retorts from the row behind us. 

	“Don’t be mean,” I call out. 

	Noah reinforces his faith in my love for him with his response. “She wouldn’t have said yes if it was a never, she’s not that cruel.” 

	I crack a smile at his words. He’s not wrong, but this conversation is making me queasy. Or maybe it’s the fact we’re in a smaller plane than I like and there’s turbulence. Take your pick. Sawyer starts humming a tune behind us, and Darren and Wyatt are chatting between themselves. Belle was so sad when we left, but she gets it. She also joked about their pregnancy-hormone-induced reunion sex and I tuned her out about there. The good thing is Veronica should have been touching down with her boy toy as our flight was taking off, so Belle won’t be alone while we’re gone. 

	Sawyer begins humming a tune I haven’t heard before, and Darren catches on and starts hitting some beats to go with it against the arm rest. 

	“Hell yeah, man. What is that? Do you have words for it yet?” Darren’s enthusiasm catches up to the rest of them and they all pop out of their seats and head for the sitting area to chew his brain a bit more. 

	“Are you coming?” Noah asks, holding his hand out to me. 

	“Nah, I’m going to rest I think. I’m really tired.” It’s been a long few days. Ever since I said yes, Noah has been insatiable in bed. Not that I haven’t enjoyed it, but I think it’s catching up to me. We didn’t sleep at all New Year’s Eve, and not much last night, either. 

	Bending down, he plants a sweet kiss against my lips. “Get some rest. We’ll be there before you know it.” 

	The sounds of them talking excitedly lulls me to sleep. Even though I hate planes, their voices calm me enough to make me feel safe. 

	As the plane begins its descent onto the runway at La Guardia, I wake up. I can’t believe I slept the whole flight. It’s about nine in the evening New York time and all I want to do is curl up in bed with some room service and get a good night’s sleep. 

	“Are you feeling better, Sleeping Beauty?” Noah asks softly as my eyes blink open. 

	“Yeah, I’m just tired. You wore me out the past few days.” 

	“Seriously didn’t need to hear that,” Sawyer mutters from behind us. The rest of them laugh, but I feel my cheeks heat up; I didn’t mean for him to hear that, either. 

	“You’re cute when you blush,” Noah replies with a kiss against my cheek. “We’ll check in and get some room service, sound good?” 

	“Sounds incredible. Thank you.” I pull my phone out of my purse and turn it on. There are a bunch of missed calls and messages from Belle. 

	Belle: I know you’re on the plane but call me before you deplane if you can. URGENT

	After hitting her speed dial number, I pull the phone to my ear. 

	“Oh my God, Mel! Have you gotten off the plane yet?” 

	“No, why. What’s going on, Belle?” 

	“Hey, you’re talking to Belle? Tell her I’ll call her in a bit,” Darren says, leaning over my shoulder. 

	“Mel, the paparazzi have pictures of your ring. Someone must have caught you guys at the airport earlier. All hell is breaking loose. Right now, it’s all speculation, but you know how fans get. You need to figure out what to say and stay safe. Bitches be crazy, you know.” 

	“Hang on, Belle. Hey, guys, uh … the cat’s out of the bag about me and Noah. Someone got a picture of my ring before we left L.A. Belle wants to know what we want to do, if anything. Right now, it’s just speculation.” 

	I knew this was going to happen; we should have gotten in front of it from the get go. This is what I don’t miss from this public life. Everyone thinking it’s okay for them to be all up in your business. 

	“Whatever you want to do, Mel, it’s up to you. I’m happy to let it be known, but you need to be comfortable,” Noah says with a sympathetic look.

	“I agree with Noah, Princess. Mac and Ryan have the SUVs already running and ready to go on the side of the building. Perks of flying private is they get to basically pull up to the plane’s door. Have Belle put out a release, and as long as there’s no stake-out squad at the hotel, you’ll be good to go until tomorrow. We’ll confirm it in our interviews and take the pressure off you. But Noah, you should send Mac with her tomorrow to her signing and hire someone else for us.” Sawyer’s words make sense. 

	“I agree, Mel. Let me announce this right now on the Slammed blog and we can sort of get ahead of it. Send me a selfie of you and Noah and a close-up of that ring.” 

	“Okay. Thanks, Belle.” 

	“What are best friends for? Be careful, and I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” 

	Noah and I snap a photo; considering I just slept for hours, I don’t look bad. My makeup is still even in place. Ten minutes later, my phone beeps with an incoming message from Belle. A link to the Slammed post. 
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	Slammers! 

	It’s your girl Belle, and I’ve got some juicy and exciting information to share with you. You may have seen a photo circulating of Amelia Greyson wearing a new piece of jewelry. I’m here to put the rumors to rest. Noah Weston and Amelia Greyson are indeed engaged. 

	The lucky couple spent a romantic New Year’s Eve together, where Noah and Mel decided to take the next step in their relationship. I know there are probably some sad Noah fans out there tonight, but trust me when I say they really are a match made in heaven. Just a few weeks ago, Noah and Mel were staring death in the face; who could blame them for wanting to live each moment to the fullest from here on out? Don’t they look happy as can be? 

	Let’s give Noah and Mel our best wishes and congratulations on their upcoming nuptials. 

	Follow their lead and my advice – Live today like there’s no tomorrow. 

	Xs and Os 

	Belle

	 

	“This was the perfect way to announce it. Belle selling our love to the world. I bet she was a kickass Girl Scout and probably sold more cookies than anyone.” Noah’s words make me laugh. Belle was indeed a super cookie-selling Girl Scout.

	“Ask her to show you her Brownie uniform. She’s got more badges than anyone I’ve ever seen. Although, to be fair, I was pretty sheltered and she’s the only Girl Scout I ever knew. But I agree, this was perfect. If it had to be public, letting my best friend do it tastefully and get a career boost at the same time was a great way to go.” 

	Noah, Sawyer, and I get off the plane and into the truck with Mac. Wyatt and Darren go with Ryan. Warren is flying in later because he decided to stay an extra day in San Diego with Sam. Unfortunately, although the ride to the hotel was peaceful, the outside of the hotel is anything but. BAD fans are lined up all along the sidewalk. At least the hotel is keeping them outside. 

	“Guys, that’s a pretty big crowd. Is hotel security on standby, Mac?” Sawyer asks, concern lacing his tone. 

	“This is why I can’t wait to be retired for a few years. I hope some of this craziness dies down. This is insane. They don’t even know we’re staying here … every hotel in town probably looks like this right now.” Noah may be voicing his irritation, but I know he’ll be as nice as possible to the fans. He always is. 

	Mac lets Noah finish venting before answering, “Yeah, we’re set with security. We’ll park in front and get you guys in. Their valet team is going to take the cars right away. Check-in is ready for you, but there are some fans staying in the hotel. They can’t make them leave since they’re just lounging in the lobby. You know the drill.” 

	“Mel, we’re going to tuck you between us and move fast. Whatever you do, don’t let go of me and Sawyer.” 

	“Yeah, Princess, these New York girls don’t play. Hold on tight,” Sawyer says, looking just as worried as Noah. 

	“You guys do know I’ve been through this before, right? Believe it or not, I can hold my own.” I’m not a damsel they need to save. 

	“Alright, then, show us what a badass you are,” Sawyer snaps. 

	Noah rolls his eyes. “Don’t be a dick, Sawyer. Let’s just get in and get settled,” Noah says firmly as the car pulls to a stop. As we wait for Mac to get out and open the door, I see all the chaos. It’s not just fans, it’s paparazzi, too. Flashes go off one after another, fans are holding up posters; some of them are already crying. Sometimes I think I was blessed to grow up in the industry so I never went through one of these excessive fangirl phases. And another part of me thinks maybe I missed out on something special. A feeling you get when music touches you deep down in your soul and you become so invested in the maker you’d move heaven and earth for even the slightest glimpse of the people whose words make your life make sense. 

	When Mac opens the door, their screams become deafening. My heart races as all their grabby hands reach out, trying to get a small piece of these men. Ryan, Wyatt, and Darren are right in front of us. They’ve already stopped for a few autographs, but Noah and Sawyer aren’t having it. They’re waving and yelling hello, but they’re not stopping … until they have no choice. 

	One of the girls escapes the blocked off area and manages to jump onto Noah’s back. 

	“Whoa!” he exclaims as she throws her arms around his neck. Sawyer keeps me in his firm grasp, but a few other girls get loose while Mac tries to extract Noah. One of the bolder ones grabs my free hand—the one with my engagement ring on it. 

	“This was supposed to be mine, you stupid bitch!” she screams at me, tears streaming down her cheeks. I try and pull my hand back, but she’s trying to pull my ring off. 

	I’ve had enough. Yanking my hand from Sawyer who, even though he’s still holding on, is under siege himself, I try and reason with the girl. They love their fans, and I don’t want to fuck this up for them. 

	“Let go.” My tone is calm but firm. 

	“No, bitch, not until you give me my ring,” she snaps. 

	Calmly, as I see NYPD pulling up, I warn her again, “You’re not going to like what happens if you don’t let go right fucking now.” 

	She manages to get my ring off my finger, and while she looks down at her prize, I punch her in the face. She falls to the ground, her nose gushing blood everywhere as I yank my ring back from her. At the same moment, Mac lifts me up and runs with me like I’m a football into the hotel. It’s embarrassing, but whatever … I’ve got my fucking ring and that’s all that matters.

	The lobby has been cleared of all guests. Darren and Wyatt watch in awe as I shake my hand out. 

	“Holy shit, Mel, you clocked her!” Darren yells with a proud smile. 

	“Bitch stole my ring,” I tell them as I slide it back onto my finger. 

	Sawyer and Noah finally make it inside with a few policemen trailing behind them. 

	“Baby, are you okay?” Noah asks, pulling me into his arms. 

	“Yeah, I’m fine.” 

	“Uh, Princess, I think you need some ice for that hand. But holy shit, next time I’ll take you at your word. You don’t have to punch someone to prove a point,” Sawyer says, but even he’s smiling like a proud papa. 

	“Ma’am, the woman you assaulted is screaming she wants to press charges. We’re going to need a statement.” The officer sounds annoyed, but it’s a good sign he isn’t rushing to arrest me already.

	“Officer, she assaulted me first. She grabbed my hand, told me my engagement ring was supposed to be hers, and then ripped it off my finger. I punched her, but not until after she’d stolen my ring. Then I took it back while she was crying on the ground.” 

	“I’m sorry to have to ask this, but what is the estimated value of the ring?” he asks, taking notes in his notebook. 

	“Is that necessary?” Noah asks. 

	“Yes, sir, if there’s video of her stealing the ring, it’s a crime.” 

	“It’s fine, Noah, let it go. You don’t have to tell him if you don’t want to.” I don’t know what Noah spent on the ring and I don’t care. But he’s a private person; the whole world doesn’t need to know, either. 

	“Fuck that, Mel, she needs to pay for what she did. The ring was just over forty-five thousand dollars. My attorney can get you the receipt for your records … here’s his card.” Noah hands him Tony’s card from his wallet while all of us are in a stunned silence. I knew the ring was nice but I didn’t realize how nice. I’m not comfortable with this. At all. 

	“Well, in the state of New York that’s considered grand larceny. Do you want to press charges?” the officer asks. 

	I shake my head. “If she agrees to not pursue assault charges in court, and she agrees to not pursue them in a civil court, either, I won’t press charges.” 

	“Mel …” Noah cautions, but I’ve had my fill. 

	“No, that’s my deal. I don’t want anyone going to jail.” 

	Sawyer walks up to me and hands me an ice pack. My hand is sore and swollen; it’s going to be a bitch to sign autographs tomorrow. I take a seat on one of the chairs in the lobby and Wyatt sits next to me while Noah and Sawyer finish with the cop. 

	“Who would have thought you were a scrapper?” 

	His words make me laugh. “Yeah, well … when you grow up as Joey Triton’s daughter, you learn early on that girls and women can be crazy.” 

	He leans close to me and whispers, “We went to five stores that day. It’s why we were gone so long, but Noah couldn’t tell you the whole truth. At the last store, he finally found a ring he thought you would love. Never once did he look at a price tag, not at any of those stores. And when she gave Noah the receipt he didn’t even blink when he signed it.” 

	“Why are you telling me this?” 

	“Because Noah never does anything he’s not sure about. What he spent is nothing compared to what he’s getting in return. The only thing he was thinking about was you. He wanted something that wasn’t going to be too gaudy, too flashy, but it also needed to fit your personality. When people look at it, not only will they know you belong to him but they will know he loves you enough and knows you well enough to pick something uniquely you.” 

	“Thanks, Wyatt.” 

	“Yup,” is all he says before we stand and are escorted to the bank of elevators. We’re all quiet as we ascend to our floors; everyone seems a bit weary. Mac and Ryan clear the rooms one by one. Noah and I are the last to be cleared. 

	“Food?” 

	“Yes, please.” I open up my suitcase, pull out my pajamas, and get dressed while Noah calls in our order. When I come out, Noah is standing in front of the mirror looking at his neck. 

	“Oh shit, Noah, are you okay?” I didn’t notice before because he had his jacket on, but his neck is covered in scratches. No one is supposed to leave scratches on my man but me. “We need a first aid kit.” 

	“I’m fine, Mel, it’s just some scratches.” 

	“Yeah, from some bitch in heat who probably hasn’t had her rabies shots recently.” 

	He smirks at me, leans back against the dresser, and turns toward me. “You’re quite the foul mouth tonight.” 

	“Yeah, well, stupid women bring out the best in me, can’t you tell?” I’m so angry looking at his scratches and when he lifts my hand to his mouth and kisses my swollen knuckles, I realize he feels the same. 

	“Just a few more months and this will all be over.” 

	“You mean just another year?” I reply with a sigh. 

	“Yeah, but the U.S. tour is done in October, and then we’ll have a break before going overseas. The international fans are excitable but less violent. Who knew you had such a right hook, though? Maybe I should hire you to protect my virtue.” 

	I laugh; it feels good to let out some of the tension. “I’d prefer for all of us to stay low key from here on out if possible.” 

	“Sounds good to me,” he says as someone knocks on the door. It’s room service. Noah is quick with the guy and wheels our food in. 

	“That was really fast,” I remark as he takes the lids off a couple of cheeseburgers. 

	“Yeah, I find when we have incidents like what just happened, the hotels are usually on top of everything concerning our stay from that point forward. Even with everything going on down there, our luggage made it to our rooms long before we did.” 

	The reality of their world weighs heavily on my shoulders, especially tonight. 

	“Look, Mel, can we talk about the elephant in the room for a minute please?” I nod, and he continues, “I don’t want you to be angry about the ring. I even told you when I gave it to you we could trade it.” 

	 

	 “Noah, I love the ring …” 

	“But?” 

	“It’s so expensive.” 

	He pulls his chair next to mine and holds my good hand. “How long do you think you’re going to wear that ring?”. 

	I don’t know where he’s going with this, but I’ll play along. “I don’t know … forty years?” Considering we’re almost thirty, that seems like a good estimate. 

	“I’d say at least fifty. After tax and insurance, that’s basically a little over a thousand dollars a year for you to have a piece of my heart on your finger. Two thousand if you count the matching wedding band I already bought.” 

	“Noah …” 

	“No, Mel, stop,” he says, bringing his finger to my lips. “Two thousand a year is nothing. I pay more than that for insurance, for groceries, in gas, randomly gifting people stuff. You get my point. But our love is priceless. If it will make you feel better, we can skip a vacation, or not get the fancy room, but if you like the ring, it stays.” 

	And that right there is how, the first and only time in my life, Noah Weston made me feel like an asshole. 

	“Okay, the ring stays. But can you make me feel better and let me call for a first aid kit? Those scratches are nasty.” 

	His answering smile is all I need to feel like everything is right in our world again. 
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	Nausea plagued me when I woke up this morning, and I felt like I hadn’t slept at all last night; yesterday was exhausting. I hate the fact Noah isn’t coming to this signing with me. My nerves are out of control, but I try to snack on some toast and coffee while Noah tries to ease my mind. 

	They all head out shortly after breakfast to start their interviews, leaving me to twiddle my thumbs in anticipation. Belle and I have texted all morning, Anna has texted wishing me luck, and even Warren sent me a text to let me know if he can let Noah ditch out for a little bit, he will. My signing is from noon to three, but I plan on showing up thirty minutes prior. 

	I wish I knew what to expect. SOS said the response has been better than they expected, but I have no clue what that means. I listened to BAD’s first interview where Noah got grilled like crazy about everything—the fan who attacked him last night, the one who attacked me, how I punched her, about our engagement, and they want to know when the wedding is. I know all his interviews are going to go like this; there’s no way he’s going to make it to my signing. It’s a relief because I’m terrified, but I’m also slightly disappointed. 

	When Mac knocks on my door, I’m trembling. 

	“Nervous?” he asks from the front seat when we’re about halfway to the bookstore. 

	“Terrified. I don’t know how the guys do it every day.” 

	“It’s different in a way. Equally terrifying, but they just have to perform and bail. You actually have to talk, smile, and be personable. It’s a different kind of beast, if you ask me. Did you think about this part when you published the book? That one day you would have to do this?” 

	It’s why I almost didn’t publish. “In a broad aspect, I guess. But I don’t think anyone who publishes independently believes their book will be picked up by one of the biggest publishing houses within weeks of release. If anything, I thought this was something I’d have to worry about years down the road.” 

	“Well, you’re here now, so you might as well enjoy the ride. You’re tough, Mel, you’ll get through today and come out on the other side stronger than ever.” 

	“Thanks, Mac.” 

	After he parks the car, we enter through the rear door of the store. The store manager is waiting for me and after introductions are made, she leads me into a room to wait until it’s time. Mac waits outside the door and a few minutes later, the door opens once again. 

	“What are you guys doing here?” I exclaim when Anna and Sam walk through the door. 

	“Well, we couldn’t let our newest star go to her first signing alone, could we?” Sam asks as he gives me a quick hug. 

	Anna moves in for a hug and squeals, “Yeah, superstar, no way would I have missed this.” 

	“I’m so glad you guys are here! Thank you.” 

	Sam comes closer. “So how is your hand? Can you sign today?” 

	Lifting it up, I show them the slight bruising. “I’ll be fine, I took some acetaminophen a little while ago. I’m sorry about that, I didn’t mean to jeopardize today.” 

	We all take a seat and they both look me over. 

	“We heard you guys had quite a night trying to get into the hotel. Someone assaulted you, Mel, you had every right to defend yourself,” Sam points out, clearly in my corner. 

	“I’m glad you did it. Those girls take way too many liberties with these guys. Just because they’re famous doesn’t mean they don’t deserve human decency. I’m so glad it’s almost over,” Anna says emphatically. 

	Sam nods in agreement. “I know it’s going to be a change, but I’m looking forward to having my husband around more. We’re not getting any younger and life on the road is getting harder for Warren. He loves it, but I think he’s ready to retire with BAD, at least from touring. I’m sure he’ll always scout new talent.” 

	It’s an end of an era for these guys. It almost makes me sad I missed so much, but I’m thrilled I got to be here for the best part. 

	“You okay, Mel?” Anna asks, concern coming over her face when I start to fan myself. 

	“Sure, I just need some water.” As I stand up to get it, the room spins rapidly and their voices sound like they’re underwater. Slowly, I’m lowered back down onto a chair with Anna and Sam hovering above me. After a minute or two, the buzzing in my ears goes away and I feel fine. 

	“Maybe we should cancel.” Anna’s worried expression matches her tone. 

	“No, I’m fine. I just need some water.” 

	Sam hands me a bottle of water and after they’re convinced I’m not going to fall over, they sit back down. 

	“We can cancel if you’re not feeling well, Amelia,” Sam assures me. 

	“It’s okay. I saw my doctor yesterday, I’m just a little anemic. She gave me some iron pills to help. I’ll be fine. You know how it goes … stress, lack of sleep. I was so nervous I only ate a few bites of toast this morning.” 

	“Anna, run out and see if there is somewhere on this street where we can get her some fruit or some juice. Anything with a little natural sugar.” 

	“I’m on it.” 

	After Anna leaves, Sam keeps me chatting. After spending the holidays together, I feel like I’ve gotten to know him more as a friend and less like a boss. Anna makes it back in record time with a fresh bowl of fruit. She opens it up for me, and they both glare at me until I eat it. 

	When I finish about half the bowl, I put it down on the table. 

	“Much better,” Anna declares triumphantly. 

	There’s a soft knock on the door and the manager pokes her head in. “Ms. Greyson, it’s time. There’s quite a crowd out here.” She’s smiling from ear to ear, surely hoping for the day’s sales to be phenomenal. 

	When we get to the signing table, the first people in line are Belle and Veronica. I’m absolutely stunned and my eyes well up with tears. Looking past them, I observe the line goes all the way out the door. I had no idea this many people would show up for my book. 

	“What are you guys doing here?” I ask incredulously, giving each of them a hug before sitting down in my spot to sign their books. 

	Veronica fills me in as I personalize their books. “That beautiful man of yours insisted we come. It was his Christmas present to us both. We’re staying at your hotel for a few days. We’ll be here with you today for moral support but no way in hell were we not going to be first in line for our girl’s very first book signing.” 

	“Thank you. This means more to me than you could possibly know.” 

	Veronica smiles wide. “We know, baby girl, we always know.” 

	Belle smirks when she hands me her book. “You can sign it with your left hand if that helps.” 

	“I’m good, but thanks for the offer.” 

	“You must not have hit her hard enough,” she replies with a laugh as she takes her book and heads off to pay. 

	The readers are all so nice. I’ve even been able to meet some I chat with often on social media. The amount of requests for selfies throws me for a loop; it’s comical how many years I spent hiding in plain sight to only be thrown back into the spotlight, so to speak. Between touring with the band, being Noah’s fiancée, and now the book, I’m right back where I started. 

	We’re halfway through the signing when some of the fans start asking more personal questions. Now it’s my turn to be asked about Noah and our relationship. Women are swooning over the fact he’s a rock star and I’m an author. They swear it’s a real-life romance novel in the making. I can see how some people may think of it that way, but to me, Noah is just the man I happened to fall in love with. 

	Many of the women have admired my ring longingly, as it sparkles under the fluorescent lighting in the store. They’ve gushed over Noah’s excellent taste in jewelry and each time it brings a smile to my face. Noah would be so proud knowing how much everyone loves this ring. 

	We’re down to the last half hour of the signing now and the line has dwindled to just a few people scattered here and there. What amazes me is how busy the store still is. Most of the readers are sticking around, chatting, making plans to get together for drinks and dinner, even forming book clubs with some new local reader friends. It’s a beautiful thing to witness and be a part of. 

	Suddenly there’s a spark of excitement as loud whispers and squeals make their way through the store on the heels of four BAD men and their security guards. Unlike the hotel, no one has rushed up to them, or even followed too closely behind them. But the smile on Noah’s face as he steps up to my table is one I’ll never forget in my entire life. 

	When he hands me a copy of my book, I decide to play with him. “Who should I make this out to, sir?” 

	“I think, ‘To my future husband and future father of my children, I’m sorry this book wasn’t dedicated to you, but the next one has your name all over it. Or something like that,” he adds, still beaming. That was pretty good, though, so I write it word for word, promising myself my next book will indeed be dedicated to him. 

	Sawyer is next up and plops his butt right on the table as he hands me his book. “Please dedicate it ‘To my future brother-in-law, who I’m finally willing to confess is the hotter twin. All my love, Princess.’” 

	And because they’re in such goofy moods, I inscribe it almost exactly as he described, adding my own twist. Instead, I put: 

	 

	I’m finally willing to confess you’re one of the hottest twins on the planet. 

	 

	The least I could do was give him a slight ego boost, right along with his brother. 

	Wyatt is next. “So this one is for me this time, not my beautiful wife,” he says, looking right at Anna. “You can inscribe it: 

	 

	To Wyatt, Never forget to bring your O game. 

	 

	Anna is cracking up at her husband, but her eyes are filled with nothing but love for him. 

	Next up is Darren, and he passes me his book as he stares at me solemnly. “Put whatever you think is good, but make it out to Jolt.” 

	I can’t hold back my laughter as I write in his book. 

	 

	Dear Jolt, Thank you for being a good friend and for making my best friend the happiest she’s ever been. Also, thank you for making me an auntie, but don’t you fucking dare name your kid Jolt. 

	 

	Reading what I wrote, he’s laughing hysterically and calls out, “If it were a boy that would have been perfect!” as he walks away. Belle peeks around his arm at the inscription and laughs along with him. Just when I thought I was done, Warren places a book down in front of me. 

	“Anything special?” 

	“Just make it from your heart,” he replies. 

	 

	Warren, Thank you for taking a risk on me and encouraging me to take the path less followed. My entire life has changed for the better and it’s in large part because of you. I love you, big guy.

	 

	When he looks up at me, he blinks. “Damn it, Mel, don’t you know men aren’t supposed to cry before happy hour? We don’t have any liquor to blame the tears on. Your parents would be extremely proud of you.” 

	His words bring me comfort. He knew my parents and since they can’t be here, having him to remind me of them is priceless. 

	“Speaking of drinks, you ready to get your celebration on, Princess?” Sawyer asks as we pack up. 

	“Don’t you guys have somewhere to be?” 

	Noah wraps his arms around me from behind, and a few lingering readers snap a quick photo. I don’t mind, though; pictures with Noah I can handle. “Nope, we’ve got the night off to celebrate your success.” 

	I’m overcome with emotions but try not to let them show. “Let’s celebrate!” 
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	The Truth Will Set You Free

	We had an amazing time at dinner last night. Great food, great company, and the love of good friends are all anyone ever needs and we had it in spades. Sawyer was on his best behavior and spent most of the night catching up with Anna. It was evident from the look in his eyes how much he’s missed his friend. I overheard him saying how much he was looking forward to the tour being over so they could spend more time together. Anna seemed sad as she apologized for spending all her free time with Wyatt, but Sawyer brushed her off. It’s hard to fault your best friend for spending her limited time with her husband. It made me realize Sawyer has made a lot of progress since this tour started. He seems more mature and I wonder if it has anything to do with Noah and me settling down. 

	Veronica spent the night getting to know Darren and Noah; she seemed to enjoy it immensely. The three of them were thick as thieves all night. Belle and I sat back and watched them with mild amusement. Neither of us could have hoped for a better outcome. 

	This afternoon, us girls spent the day shopping, and she let us all know how perfect she thinks they are. A sense of relief flooded through me with her words. Veronica is the only parent I have left; her approval means a lot to me. More than I even realized.

	The afternoon passed quickly and now we’re all in a limo heading to a hotel across town. After tonight’s show, the guys were swooped up and brought to a private suite Warren rented to entertain some people from the label and local friends. In other words, an industry party. Warren thought a new location for the party would be good since our hotel is still under siege by adoring fans. I hope he’s right. 

	“Why are you so nervous, Mel?” Belle asks, eyeing me up suspiciously. 

	“I’m not nervous, I just don’t like these kinds of events.” If it’s a true industry party, there are going to be high-class women who want to get their claws into our men.

	“I’m with Mel … these parties blow. Do you know how many women I’m going to have to politely extricate Wyatt from tonight?” 

	“He doesn’t do that himself, honey?” Veronica asks Anna, who smiles sweetly. 

	“Oh, he does. I get the sly ones who think they’re being sneaky with a brushed finger or accidental bump to the thigh. These girls are piranhas.” 

	“Yeah, I’m not doing that. If Darren knows what’s good for him, he’ll stay far away from them. And if he doesn’t, I know where the door is.” 

	Anna laughs. “Just wait until he looks at you across the room with the biggest ‘help me’ expression on his face. You have to remember their label is going to be there and just because they’re retiring doesn’t mean they don’t still have to play by the rules. They have to be nice and polite to everyone, but I’m not on contract, so I can do whatever I want to, and they won’t kick out a wife.” 

	“Guess that means Mel shouldn’t punch anyone tonight,” Belle teases. 

	“It’s not like I randomly go around punching people. That bitch ripped my ring right off my hand.” The same ring I’ve been spinning in circles for the last ten minutes on the ride over here. 

	The limo stops in front of the hotel, and Mac steps forward and escorts us all inside. There aren’t any crowds here, which is good. This should stay low-key, at least for a while. The elevator takes us all the way up to the top floor and opens into the party. For a minute, I thought Mac was going to leave us to fend for ourselves, but he stepped out after us and led us to our men. 

	They’re all tucked away in a corner with four guys in suits. After making the introductions, we’re encouraged to have a seat with them. They continue to talk shop, but one of the men keeps staring at me. I glance down quickly to make sure my skirt is low enough and I’m not flashing anything I shouldn’t be—I’m not, but he continues to stare. 

	Noah seems to catch on and laces his fingers through mine. Even his eyes begin to flit back and forth between me and Bob, if I remember his name correctly. Once their conversation dies down and everyone goes off to mingle, Bob stays behind. 

	“You don’t remember me, do you, Mellie Sunshine?” His voice is kind but he’s giving me the creeps. 

	“I’m sorry, should I? By the way, I don’t go by that name anymore.” 

	“I suppose you wouldn’t. You’re all grown up now. When I was in my younger years, I toured with your parents. I left your tour for an office job when you were about nine years old. Your dad was a close friend of mine.” 

	I call bullshit on his memory—close friends attend funerals—but maybe in his mind he was. 

	“I’m sorry, Bob, I don’t remember much from that time. You should reminisce with Warren … he still remembers all the good old days.” I’ve effectively shut him down without being rude. Noah gives my hand an encouraging squeeze. 

	“Maybe I will. It was good to see you again, Amelia. Take care of this one, Noah, she comes from good stock.” 

	After Bob leaves, I turn to Noah, eyes flashing in anger. “Good stock? What am I, a fucking dairy cow?”

	Noah laughs and kisses me tenderly. “I don’t think he meant it that way, but Bob has always been sort of a creeper.” 

	“Maybe that’s why he stopped touring with us. Enough about Bob, how was your night?” 

	“Actually, my head really hurts.” 

	This is what I was worried about. He’s been better, but this was his first show since the incident; with the fans and the music, it must have set him back. “I’m sorry. I’ve got some acetaminophen in my purse, do you want some?” 

	“I took some after we finished our show. I’m hoping it will kick in. If it doesn’t, I’ve got the pain medicine the doctor gave me back at the hotel. In the meantime, why don’t we stay here in our dark corner and make out like teenagers?” Noah’s free hand slides up my thigh, but I push him away. 

	“Down, boy. We can people watch, but no way am I going to neck with you in front of your bosses. If you’re feeling better, we can do that later back at the hotel.” 

	“Promise?” he asks, pressing his lips against the base of my neck. 

	“Mm, I promise.” 

	Noah and I sit in the corner for a few hours with surprisingly few interruptions. We watch as Sawyer takes way too many shots, Anna takes down wicked trolls one smile at a time, and Belle, Darren, and Veronica talk the night away. The way Darren stands behind Belle all the time with his hands around her belly, it’s only a matter of time before they’re outing themselves to the world. 

	As most people begin to leave, Sawyer convinces Warren and Sam he’ll shut everything down here so they can enjoy their last night together. Sam and Anna fly home tomorrow, as do Veronica and Belle. It’s not a wise decision, but Warren probably figures Sawyer is going to stay here with a girl and use the suite to his advantage. 

	“Babe, are you ready to go? I need to go take those pain pills.” 

	Poor Noah, he’s flinching at the light. I hope by morning he’s better, but they may have to postpone more shows if this keeps happening. 

	“Of course, let’s get out of here.” 

	We share a limo back to our hotel with Belle, Darren, and Veronica. Wyatt and Anna already left with Sam and Warren. It’s a quiet trip back, everyone being sympathetic to Noah’s pounding head. 

	Since it’s late there’s not much of a crowd, but after what happened the first night, they don’t get too out of hand anymore. The first thing I do when we get to the room is get Noah his medicine and help him strip out of his clothes. After putting my pajamas on, we curl up together and lie down. 

	“Thank you for taking care of me,” Noah whispers as his eyes begin to droop. 

	“I love you, Noah. There’s never a time I won’t take care of you.” 

	An hour later, just as I’m dozing off, Noah’s phone rings. I answer it when I see it’s Sawyer. 

	“Hey, what’s going on?” I ask sleepily. 

	“Princess, I need to talk to Noah, it’s important.” His words are slurred and I pray he’s not in jail. 

	“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?” 

	“Can I send Ryan or Mac?” I ask, not understanding why I need to go. 

	“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.” 

	Quickly, I throw on a pair of jeans and a sweater, along with my boots, and write Noah a note in case he wakes up. When I look out into the hall, Ryan is standing watch a few doors down. 

	“Ryan, we need to go get Sawyer.” A confused look flashes across his face, but he only nods in agreement as he calls Mac to make the necessary arrangements for backup. A few minutes later, I’m in the back of the SUV on my way to the other hotel for the second time tonight. The whole way there I’m imagining why Sawyer needs someone to come, and I wonder if he got himself tied to a bed or something. The thought makes me chuckle because that would be something I could see happening to him. 

	When Ryan and I get to the room, Sawyer is sitting up at the bar drinking. It doesn’t look like there’s anyone else here. 

	“Sawyer, are you ready to go?” I ask as I cross the room. 

	“Princess! What are you doing here?” Sawyer is grinning like a loon, but I can smell his whiskey-laden body three feet away. 

	“You called Noah, remember? I told you he couldn’t come and then you asked me to.” 

	“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?” This isn’t my first experience with drunk Sawyer, but something is going on with him for sure. 

	“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.” He’s laughing like he said something hysterical. 

	“I thought you were keeping the room for just the occasion?” 

	“Yeah, well … some things are bigger than pussy, you know?” Alright, now I know he needs to talk. He exhales loudly and pours another drink, which I promptly take from him. “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.” 

	The devilish gleam in his eyes brightens and he smiles. “Nah, I don’t think so. I was going to tell Noah not to marry you.” Those words hurt more than anything he could have possibly said to me. “Do you want a drink?” he asks as if he didn’t just rip my heart out. 

	“No, I want to know why you don’t want Noah and me to get married.” 

	He looks at me like a lightbulb just went off in his head and smirks. “Now that I can’t tell you. It’s a secret.” 

	“People shouldn’t keep secrets, Sawyer. Secrets only bring hurt.” 

	He laughs again. If he weren’t being mean I might think it was funny. “Like you don’t keep secrets. You never told Noah I propositioned you on the bus.” 

	 “Alright, some secrets are better to keep because the end result can hurt more.” 

	Sawyer gets off his stool and crowds my space. “And that’s why I can’t tell you. It would hurt too much.” 

	I grab his wrist when he starts to turn away from me. “Sawyer, please …” 

	He turns back to me, suddenly more somber than I’ve ever seen him. “Amelia,” he whispers, pulling my face to his and pressing his forehead against mine. He’s never called me Amelia before … I like it. The look in his eyes is sorrowful, as if he’s apologizing for something he hasn’t done yet. The nerves in my stomach flutter like butterflies hatching from their cocoons. 

	“Sawyer,” I whisper softly as he places his finger against my lips. I hate how much his touch lights me on fire. 

	“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.” His lips capture mine, softly, lovingly. Without a second thought I open to him, briefly lost in this moment, in his vulnerability, and in his beautifully tragic words. Only when the pleasureful moan releases from deep within does it hit me that everything we’re doing and saying is so utterly and completely wrong. 

	This can’t happen. I’m in love with Noah. Sawyer and I can never—will never—happen. 

	“Sawyer …” I pull away breathlessly and bend over, gripping my stomach to keep myself from throwing up, my anxiety getting the best of me. When my eyes meet his, they fill with tears. He’s wearing his heart on his sleeve; he’s never looked more beautiful. 

	“It’s okay, Princess. I know you’re in love with him, but I had to try, right?” he asks with a discouraged shrug of his shoulders. 

	“It’s not only that,” I whisper softly, and a brief flicker of hope flashes in his eyes before I distinguish it with my words, my secret. “Sawyer, I’m pregnant.” 

	Sawyer stumbles back onto the bar stool and hangs his head. “Out of all the things wrong with this situation, that makes me the biggest asshole on the planet. Fuck. Mel, you need to go.” 

	Mel? 

	He’s never called me that before, either, and I don’t like that he’s starting now. It feels like something has irrevocably shifted, but I guess it has. 

	“I’m here to take you home, remember?” 

	He shakes his head. “Call Darren, will you? Have him come and get me. I need to talk to him. Fuck, Mel! Does Noah even know?” 

	“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.” 

	This time, he looks at me with a mixture of hope and fury. I get that emotion because I’ve been feeling something similar for a few days. It’s why I haven’t told Noah. I want to be happy about this when I tell him. He deserves that and so much more. 

	“You are keeping the baby, right?” he manages to choke out. 

	“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.” 

	“This is so fucked up,” he mutters into his arms as he lays his head over them on the bar. 

	“Please don’t tell him, Sawyer. Let me be the one to give him the news.” 

	He looks at me with a dare in his eye. “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!” 

	Sawyer grabs the whiskey on the counter and takes an enormous swig from the bottle. As soon as he sets it down, he repeats the action two more times. He was already drunk when I got here, which is why I was supposed to be taking him home. Tears are streaming down his cheeks; I hate that he’s hurting so much. I swore I’d never keep another secret from Noah, but this one isn’t an option. 

	“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.” 

	He wipes away his tears and looks up at me. He’s completely shattered. “You’d do that for me? I don’t get it, Mel, why?” 

	Lacing my fingers through his, I squeeze him tightly. “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?” 

	It’s not just a question; my words are pleading for his understanding. 

	“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.” 

	“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.” 

	With a resigned sigh, he agrees, “I promise, Mel. Noah will never know. Can you please get Darren over here?” 

	“Yeah, let me see what I can do.” 

	A few minutes later, a reluctant Darren is on his way over. Sawyer and I wait in a mutually uncomfortable silence. When Darren finally arrives, he’s pissed—we interrupted his last night with Belle—but as soon as he sees us, he stops in his tracks. 

	“You told her, didn’t you?” Darren asks, but the question is redundant and he knows that. I’m surprised Sawyer even mentioned it to Darren, but Darren’s loyalty is to Sawyer like Wyatt’s is to Noah. I give Darren a hug, thank him for coming, and ask him to find Ryan for me. Then I turn around and hug Sawyer, placing a kiss on his cheek. 

	“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.”  

	Tears fill both our eyes, and before I walk out the door, he calls to me softly, “You’re my family, too, Mel … always.” 

	When I get in the car, a text message arrives from Sawyer. It’s just a link to a song, of course, because it’s how he talks to me. It’s the video for “What We Can Never Have” by Fuel. That’s when I lose it and cry my eyes out all the way back to the hotel. I cry for Sawyer’s pain and my own. I cry for our betrayal of Noah. No matter how you cut it, we betrayed him, and that’s something—no matter what I said to Sawyer—I will never get past. And I cry because I have this beautiful life growing inside of me, made from the best parts of me and Noah, but I’m still struggling to be happy about it. I wanted time to enjoy my life with the love of my life, but I guess fate had other plans. 

	Somehow, that gives me comfort. Fate is such a large part of Noah’s life; it makes sense that’s how our first child is going to be brought to us. 
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	The Morning After

	I’ve been awake for hours, barely sleeping a wink last night. I’ve never felt so guilty and ashamed in all my life. In a way, I hope Sawyer forgets what happened; it would lessen the burden somehow. Even then, Darren knows, and now he’s being forced to keep secrets from Noah and Belle. 

	Belle and I said our goodbyes last night; it will be weeks before I see her again. She’s my best friend, but I’m keeping her in the dark about so much. At first it was only to have time to process, but now … I don’t even know what I’m doing. 

	Noah’s alarm goes off, and I reach over to silence it. Blinking sleepily, his eyes flutter open. 

	“How are you feeling?” I ask, hoping at least something will go right and his headache will be gone. 

	“Okay, I think. Just tired … those pills really knocked me out.” 

	“You need to rest when you can, Noah. I know it’s hard but try for me, okay?” 

	He presses his lips against mine and pulls back, smiling, “Anything for you. What’s wrong? You seem sad.” 

	What I seem like is a lying, cheating, brother-kissing, backstabbing, whore, who hates herself with every fiber of her being for what she did to her future husband. But it’s not like I’m going to tell him that. “Yeah, I just didn’t sleep well. I think I’m coming down with something. Probably this cold New York weather getting to me.” 

	Pressing his hand against my head, he nods, “You do feel a bit warm. Sam and Anna said you weren’t feeling well at the book signing, either. Maybe I’m not the only one who needs to rest. Take today off, Mel.” 

	“You’re sweet, but I can’t.” 

	“It wasn’t a suggestion. If you’re sick, you rest. End of story. We don’t need you catching pneumonia. Order some room service, sleep, watch some movies, and rest up.” Noah is a caretaker at heart, it’s one of the things I find so endearing about him. There’s no doubt in my mind he’s going to be the best father to our child. 

	“Alright. Tell everyone I’m sorry.” 

	“They’ll understand, Mel. No one likes to be sick,” he replies as he gets up and heads for the shower. 

	After he leaves to meet the guys for breakfast, there’s a knock at the door. Darren’s tired face meets mine and I let him in.

	“Hey,” I say as he collapses into the chair. 

	“Hey. I’m so fucking tired. I’m sorry to bother you, but we need to talk about last night and get our stories straight.” 

	Taking a seat on the bed, I sigh and nod in agreement. 

	“So look, I know you’re pregnant, let’s just get that out of the way. Congratulations?” he questions with a quirk of his eye. 

	“Thanks?” I reply with the same questioning tone. “How’s Sawyer?” 

	“I’m not even sure. I woke him up before I came here. He’s sad and embarrassed. We’re going to try to keep this as close to the truth as possible. Lies get people into trouble.” 

	Oh, he’s preaching to the choir there. 

	“So we’re going to tell Noah Sawyer called him but you went to get him since Noah was out cold. Once you got there, Sawyer decided he wanted to stay and since he was completely wasted, you called me for help.” 

	“So pretty much the truth minus a few heartbreaking details. Sounds good.” My tone is flat; Sawyer isn’t the only one sad today. 

	“Look, Mel, I have to ask because Sawyer is my best friend and we’ve been through a lot of shit together. Are you sure you want Noah and not Sawyer? I won’t judge, I swear, but if you don’t … well … I can’t believe I’m even going to say this, but I can … uh … try and help you with this baby situation if it’s not what you want.” 

	I look at Darren for a long moment. Part of me is really pissed off he’d do that to Noah. Especially after Noah vehemently defended Darren’s parental rights to Belle. But … the other part of me who understands the stuff we do for our best friends completely gets where he’s coming from. 

	“Darren, I love Noah with everything I am. Letting Sawyer kiss me last night was the biggest mistake of my life. I pushed him away but not fast enough. I let all of us down last night.” 

	“Nah, you’re only human, Mel. I’ve been kissed by enough random girls to know it takes at least thirty seconds or more for your instincts to kick in. You can’t blame yourself for this.” 

	One thing about Darren is he can be playful, but it’s an act; he’s one of the smartest people I’ve ever met. 

	“I love Sawyer. He holds a special part of my heart because he’s Noah’s brother but also because we’ve become really good friends. Or at least I thought we had. We had an incident before … nothing happened … but I thought we were past this thing between us. Noah is the love of my life, Darren, and I’m terrified I’m going to lose him by keeping this secret. Even so, I’m willing to risk it if it keeps their relationship intact.” 

	Leaning back in his chair, Darren puts his hands behind his head and looks up at the ceiling. When he looks back at me, he sighs. “Noah and Sawyer have always been attracted to the same kinds of women. When Sawyer fucked up with Marilyn he swore, come hell or high water, he’d make it up to Noah. After Sawyer kissed you that night, he told me the next day. But when Noah woke up, he couldn’t stop smiling or talking about you. Sawyer knew Noah was hooked, but he had no clue taking a step back was going to make him regret it every single day.”

	“Darren …” I’m at a complete loss for words. 

	“Look, Mel, I’m not telling you this because I want you to feel bad. I think you deserve to know how deeply Sawyer’s feelings go and how long he’s had them. Sawyer tends to self-destruct and after a blow like this, he’s bound to act out. Be his friend, but try not to take it personally if he pulls away. He’s going to need time.” 

	He stands up and stretches, then yawns before continuing, “For what it’s worth, I love the fuck out of Noah. I’d jump in front of a train for any of them, they’re my brothers. You and Noah are right, not that you and Sawyer wouldn’t be, but I’m not quite sure he’s where he needs to be in his head yet to open his heart up to love. Noah is, and he’s right about that fate shit, too. Look at me and Belle. We met, had instant fucking chemistry, and bam … baby on the way. It’s by far the best thing that’s ever happened to me. They are the best thing that has ever come into my life. And while we’re speaking of babies, Belle is gonna lose her shit when she finds out you’re pregnant.” 

	For the first time today, I smile. “I know. One perk is our kids can grow up best friends like we did.” 

	“I know you’re scared and that’s why you haven’t told Noah yet. Swallow your fears, Mel, because you guys are in this for the long haul. You can’t change the inevitable and that baby is coming sooner than later. I promise you, you will never see Noah happier than when you tell him. He’s waited for this his whole life. His happiness might just make you feel better, but there’s only one way to find out.”

	Darren runs his hand through his already messy hair and in this moment, while he’s being the best kind of friend there is to all his friends, I appreciate why Belle fell in love with him even more. 

	“I’ll think about it. Thank you, Darren.” 

	With a shrug, he moves to the door, yawning again. “Fuck, I need some coffee. One last thing … the sooner you tell Noah, the sooner Sawyer can breathe again by not holding in another secret that is going to rip him apart. Hiding his feelings for you has been hard enough, and frankly, he’s not very good at it. Even Noah suspects Sawyer’s got a thing for you. Once the baby becomes a reality to everyone, it will become reality to Sawyer, too, and he’ll realize there’s nothing left to hold on to.” 

	Fuck me sideways. I’m pretty sure Darren just crammed into fifteen minutes what would take me six months to work out with my therapist. 

	“I’ll consider everything you said, Darren, I promise. Please be careful and don’t slip to Noah. He needs to hear about the baby from me.” 

	Darren chuckles. “If you haven’t figured it out yet, I’m pretty good at keeping secrets. I just prefer not to.” 

	“I hear you. Thanks for the chat.” 

	“Anytime, Mel. It goes without saying, I was never here.” 

	“Of course.” 

	Before leaving, he turns around. “For the record, what I offered about the baby if you weren’t sure … I did that for you because you’re Belle’s best friend and she’s not here. But it would have killed me if you’d said yes. Noah would never do that to me.” 

	“Thank you,” I whisper softly as I place a kiss on his cheek before he walks away. 

	I close the door and crawl back into bed feeling even worse than I did when I woke up. This will all blow over and we’ll get past it, I just need to give it a chance. But when someone knocks on the door not even five minutes later, I’m hesitant to answer. 

	When I do get up and open the door, it’s a freshly showered Sawyer. At least he smells like his normal self and not like a whiskey distillery. Opening the door wide, I motion for him to come in, although part of me wishes I could leave the door open. 

	“Morning, Mel,” he says softly, and I cringe at the lack of his nickname for me. Guess that’s something I’ll need to get used to. “Noah sent a text that you’re sick. Are you? Or are you hiding because of me?” 

	Taking a seat on the bed, I point to the chair Darren vacated just a short time ago, wordlessly asking him to 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.” For someone who spent his night in misery, he looks better than me or Darren. “How are you feeling, Sawyer?” 

	His sad eyes meet mine. “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.” 

	“Can I ask you something?” His soft words flow straight to my heart. 

	“Always.” 

	“Was it just in my head? We have … had chemistry, right? Please, Princess, tell me I’m not delusional.” 

	And we’re back to Princess. Sawyer wears his heart on his sleeve more than anyone actually realizes. 

	“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.” My dry laugh is met with a tiny smile. 

	“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.” His smile is genuine this time even if his eyes are still sad. 

	“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.” 

	Sawyer leans down, propping his arms on his knees. “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 anymore 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.” 

	The surprised look on his face is amusing. “That can’t be true.” 

	“Except for the night we met when you called me Princess Amelia, yeah, it is.” 

	Sawyer laughs so hard his eyes fill with tears. “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.” 

	“Me, too, because I really grew to love it.” 

	Sawyer stands with my words, probably needing a quick exit. “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.” 

	“We’re family now, too, Sawyer. Morals go out the door when you need to protect them.” 

	He leaves without another word, but his shoulders are straight and he doesn’t look like his puppy died anymore. I’ll call that a win.
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	Noah walks into our room carrying a cold care basket, catching me on the tail end of a yawn. I’d just woken from a long nap when he came in. He hands me the basket filled with flowers, cold medicine, throat drops, menthol rub, the works. 

	“You’re so sweet. How did you even have time to get all this?” 

	He’s laughing as he takes the seat next to me. “I’d love to take all the credit but I’m just the idea maker this time. I pay people to do the legwork when I’m too busy to do it myself.” 

	“Well, it’s always the thought that counts, no matter how it’s executed.” 

	“How are you feeling? And why didn’t you tell me you got dragged out to help Sawyer last night? It’s no wonder you’re sick.” 

	Que the first lie. The second if you count me hiding what Sawyer did on the bus—a lie of omission is still a lie. “I’m feeling okay. I’m pretty sure it’s just a cold. Sawyer is family, I’m assuming this isn’t the last time I’ll be called to bail him out. I just forgot to mention it this morning. You were in a hurry and I was tired. I left you a note last night, it’s still sitting right there.” I point to his bedside table, and he reaches for the note. 

	“Thanks for leaving a note, I never even noticed it.” He places it back on the table and continues. “Sawyer on a bender is never any fun. No wonder you called Darren in for reinforcements. Thank you for trying, but next time you might as well send one of us first.” 

	“If I can, I will, but Anna and Belle were both leaving so early this morning I didn’t want to interrupt everyone’s last night together.” 

	Noah squeezes my hand and releases it. “As much as I’d love to lay here with you, I’ve got to get ready and get to the venue. We don’t have any interviews or anything tonight so I’ll come back as soon as we’re done, hopefully without another headache.” 

	“Are you sure you don’t want me to come? I can get ready.” I’m not sure if I’m sick or just pregnant and feeling blah. I’m also not sure I want to be left alone with my thoughts for the next eight hours.

	“You know I love you with me, but I think it’s more important for you to rest.” He places a kiss to the top of my head before changing his clothes. 

	Once Noah leaves, I decide to take a shower and order some food. After eating, I feel much better. I think I’m emotionally exhausted, and until I tell Noah about the baby, I’m going to continue to be. Resolving to tell him tonight, I pull out my computer and start doing some internet searches. The one great thing about New York City is it never sleeps and anything can be delivered for a price. 

	I found a local shop that can make personalized, stainless steel guitar picks in an hour and deliver them. The front says “Soon-to-be Dad” with a little music note and along the side it says “ETA August.” I ordered a dozen of them and then I ordered a dozen pink and blue frosted cupcakes. I had both deliveries addressed to Ryan, since he’s standing watch over me tonight, and told them to leave them at the front desk. 

	No matter my mixed feelings, this should be a special night for us. A few hours later, Ryan brings the packages up to my room. The guitar picks are perfect and after carefully placing one on top of each cupcake, I realize I’m actually excited. 

	I thought about dressing up, but Noah would know something is up and I want this to be a surprise. Pajamas and one of his t-shirts isn’t exactly the most flattering outfit, but the element of surprise will be worth it. When he finally texts me to say he’s on his way back, I order a pizza from room service. 

	When Noah comes in, I’m lounging on the bed with the TV on. Not that I even know what’s on. The nerves in my stomach are dancing like crazy. I can’t believe this is my life right now. 

	“Hey,” he says, smiling. “You look like you feel much better.” 

	“I do, and I just ordered a pizza. Are you hungry?” 

	“Starving. Let me shower and change, then I’m yours for the rest of the night.” 

	His lascivious gaze has me trembling. We haven’t had sex since New Year’s and even though it’s only been a few days, I miss his touch something fierce. “Sounds good.” 

	“Hey, what is that?” he asks, walking toward the table where the box of cupcakes is sitting. 

	“Back away, Weston. It’s a surprise you can have after dinner, if you’re good.” 

	“And if I’m bad?” he asks with a devilish gleam in his eyes. 

	“I’ll withhold sex,” I state firmly, and his mouth drops. Yeah, two can play this game. 

	He throws his arms up in surrender. “I’ll be good. Give me ten and I’ll be out.” 

	As soon as he closes the door, there’s a knock on ours. After signing for the pizza and setting everything up, I grab Noah a beer and me a bottle of water. He steps out of the bathroom wrapped only in a towel, and my gaze locks on the rivulets of water dripping down his perfectly sculptured chest. 

	Noah dries off slowly, his eyes never leaving mine. It’s a seductive game, and he’s playing it purposefully. He slides into his boxers languidly, and I bite my bottom lip, my heart racing as he walks toward me. 

	“What’s in the box, Mel?” 

	“Pizza,” I reply, knowing damn well that’s not the box he means. 

	“Other box.” 

	“Not until you eat. Trust me, anticipation is key here.” 

	On a groan, he turns around and puts on his pajama pants and t-shirt. 

	After he pops open his beer, he points at my water. “Still not feeling well? You love beer and pizza.” 

	“I feel better, but I don’t want to risk it. How was your show?” 

	“You know, it was a show.” He runs his hands through his wet hair and takes a long draw on his beer. “I’m ready for it to be over. But I am enjoying the fact these aren’t high-energy shows. I’m only breaking a sweat because of the stage lights.” 

	“Well, I guess that’s a perk.” 

	“There’s an even better perk, though,” he adds, leaning back in his chair. 

	“Oh yeah? What’s that?” 

	“You being here to go through it all with me.” His dazzling smile sets off those nerves in my stomach again. 

	“You’re sweet. I’m glad I’m here, too. But you have Sawyer and your friends … you’re all family.”

	He finishes chewing and looks thoughtfully at me. “Sure, but it’s not the same, you know? I don’t curl up in bed with them at night. There’s an intimacy missing from your life when you’re single, and I don’t even think you realize how much you miss it until you find someone.” 

	“Yeah, that I can understand. How was Sawyer today? He was so drunk last night. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen him that bad.” 

	“He was a grumpy fuck. Sometimes he gets like this. It’s going to be a long week, but at least we don’t have to hop on the bus for a few more days. That will give us some cushion from his piss poor mood.” 

	That’s what I was afraid of. Even more reason why it makes sense to tell Noah tonight; after he tells everyone, Sawyer is probably going to need some time. 

	“This pizza was really good,” he says, pushing his plate away, “but I think I’m ready for dessert.” He suspiciously eyes the box over on the other table. 

	It’s time. I can’t put this off any longer. Taking his hand, I lead him over to the table jump up on it, sitting next to the box. “Are you sure you can handle what’s in this box?” 

	With a quizzical gaze, he reaches for the box, and I smack his hand softly. “What kind of dessert do you have in there, Mel? Is it kinky?” 

	Laughing, I push myself back on the table and grab my phone so I can record him. Then I push the box toward him. “You are so going to regret asking me that. Open your present, Noah.” 

	“This must be some kind of dessert if you want to capture the moment for all time.” He almost looks afraid to open the box; it makes me laugh harder. 

	“It won’t bite you, I promise. Open your gift, Noah.” 

	With a gentle ease, he opens the top and looks into the box. His eyes light up as he pulls one cupcake close to his face so he can read the guitar pick. The biggest grin I’ve ever seen spreads across his lips, and his eyes light up brighter than on Christmas morning. 

	“This is real?” he asks hopefully. 

	“Yes” 

	“This is why you’ve been sick?” He’s carefully putting the cupcake back in the box. 

	“I think so.” 

	“We’re having a baby?” His hopeful tone is filled with happiness. 

	“We are.” My eyes begin to fill with tears. Darren was right; this is what I needed, too. 

	“Holy shit, Mel! We’re having a baby!” he screams and pulls me to him, turning my phone around so we’re both in the shot. “Hey, Baby Weston! Your mom just gave me the best news I’ve ever gotten. We’re expecting you in August! I’m the happiest man alive right now and we can’t wait to meet you.” 

	A tear falls down his cheek as he pulls me in for a quick kiss. I turn off the camera; I got what I needed for our first photo collection. Noah pulls me off the table and into his arms, where he kisses me with more passion than I’ve ever felt. Maybe I’m on a baby high, too. 

	“I’m so fucking lucky and I have so many questions. Can we tell people?” His excitement is contagious. 

	“It’s really early, but it’s your call. I wouldn’t announce it to the world, but to family, the guys, and security … I don’t see why not.” 

	He pulls us to the bed, leaning me up against the headboard. “How did you find out?” 

	“When I made the appointment with my doctor, she had me do some pre-screening labs since I was combining my annual exam with the IUD placement. Then, when she came into the office, she told me she couldn’t do it because I was pregnant. I’m also anemic, so I have to take iron pills and prenatal vitamins.” 

	“What about all the drinking we did over the holidays? And an ultrasound … did you get one?” Noah is talking a mile a minute, but I suppose I wouldn’t have expected anything less. 

	“That worried me, too, but she said it happens all the time and as long as I wasn’t fall-down, pass-out drunk, everything should be okay. Especially since this is really early. She estimates conception at Thanksgiving, which I don’t understand because we’ve been so careful. And no, no ultrasound. Her machine was down and we were leaving too fast for her to get me in somewhere. She did give me the name of a doctor here I could try to see.” 

	Noah’s fiddling with the drawstring on his pajama pants. “Um, Mel, there’s something I need to confess.” 

	“If it’s another woman, Noah, this is not the time.” 

	His hurt expression meets mine. “How would you even think that?” 

	“Well … usually, when men say they need to confess, it’s about an affair.” 

	“Okay, I’ll give you that, but no. This is so stupid, but it’s also my fault. So those condoms I got from Sawyer were groupie condoms.” 

	“Groupie condoms?”

	“Darren and Sawyer have this game they play to see who ends up with more condoms at the end of a tour. They unload the bus, bring them inside, count them, and then they give each other bonus points if they find one that’s been tampered with.” 

	Holy shit. 

	Pulling my knees to my chest in my typical defensive position, I ask what I really don’t want to know. “And how does that affect us?” 

	“With the last tour ending and the new tour starting right after they unloaded the bus, they didn’t tally the results. They were going to do it over Thanksgiving. I don’t pay attention to that stuff so I didn’t know I was grabbing groupie condoms. I found out a few days later when I saw Sawyer emptying the drawer, but by then it was too late to take any precautions anyway. And besides, what were the odds? Not every girl messes with the condoms, it really was just a fluke.” 

	Just a fluke …

	“Or just fate.” 

	Noah covers his heart with his hands. “Be still my beating heart. Did the word fate just come out of your mouth, my love?” 

	Sighing, I lean into his shoulder, and he wraps his arm around me. “I’ve been struggling with this since I found out. This wasn’t exactly my dream, at least not like this, in this order, with us having so little time to be an us. That’s the one word that kept coming back into my mind. It was like I could hear you whispering it over and over.” 

	“I love you, Mel, and I’m sorry this wasn’t your dream, but that doesn’t have to take away from the happiness of this occasion, does it?” 

	The last thing I want to do is take any happiness away from him. “No, it doesn’t. We’re having a baby, Noah, and babies should always be celebrated. They come on their own timeline, when they’re meant to.” 

	“Good. I have one more confession and no, it’s not another woman. It will never, ever, be another woman. I’m not that kind of guy.” 

	“I know you’re not. So let me hear it.” 

	He pulls my face to his and kisses me softly. “Right now, I can’t decide if I want to call everyone in here and pass out cupcakes or if I want to strip you naked and eat cupcakes off of you.” 

	“I’d vote for the latter, but I know you’re dying to tell them. How about a compromise? We’ll tell them now, and when they leave we’ll use the left-over cupcakes to play.” 

	He groans and attacks my neck with his lips. “That sounds like the perfect plan.” The huskiness of his words light my hormones on fire, but he pulls away so quickly those flames die out pretty fast. With one group message, he’s summoned everyone to our room. I hope to God Darren and Sawyer can fake their surprise.

	Less than five minutes later Wyatt, Darren, Sawyer, Warren, Mac, and Ryan are all in our room crowed around us. 

	“What the hell are we all doing here, Noah? I’m fucking exhausted.” Sawyer is in a shitty mood, but Noah doesn’t let it dull the light in his eyes. 

	“I thought you’d like to know you’re going to be an uncle. Mel and I are having a baby!” Noah exclaims. Everyone immediately cheers and hugs us both. Sawyer blinks like he’s in a daze but then a big, dimple-filled smile spreads across his face. No matter what is going on behind the scenes, he’s excited for his brother. 

	While they’re chatting, I decide to send the video to Belle. I haven’t told her yet and now that everyone is in the know, it’s time. Since it’s only about ten her time, I know she’ll be home. It seems like the guys are getting a kick out of the guitar picks, and Warren is even taking a picture for Sam. 

	Shit, Sam … I hope he doesn’t freak out and think I won’t get my job done. Being pregnant isn’t going to stop me from writing this story. Nothing will. 

	My phone rings with a Skype call from Belle. I excuse myself into the bathroom so I can have a little privacy. 

	“Hey, Belle.” 

	Tears are streaming down her face. “Mel, oh my God, are we really having babies together?” 

	“Yeah, Belle, we really are.” 

	“How long have you known?” she demands. That’s my Belle. 

	I smile. “Since the day we left for New York. I needed to let it all sink in. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, but I wanted Noah to be the first to know.” Not exactly a lie. I did want him to know first; it just wasn’t how it ended up working out. 

	“He’s ecstatic, but how are you?” 

	“The verdict is still out on that. I’m happy, but disappointed and terrified. So terrified. I’m going to mess this kid up, Belle.” 

	“Stop that,” she scolds. “You’re going to do no such thing. I know you’re scared … hell, I’m scared … but Noah adores you and there’s nothing he won’t do for you. Everything is going to work out fine for both of us. I’m happy for you, Mel, and I’m so fucking proud of you.” 

	“Thanks.” 

	I don’t know why, but I don’t have much to say, maybe because I’m in the bathroom. “Cute execution, by the way. I’m glad you thought to record it. It was almost as good as being there. When are you going to tell Mama?” 

	“Soon … after it sinks in a little bit more. I wish you could have been here. If Noah hadn’t had that headache last night I might have done it then. But I’m glad it ended up this way because I was able to make it special for him.”  

	“Well, there’s always next time,” she says with a loud cackle. 

	“Bite your cursed tongue, woman. This one is coming a few years early as it is.” 

	“True. Take me out of the bathroom so I can congratulate Noah myself.” 

	“Noah,” I call out as I come of out the bathroom, “Belle would like to talk to you.” I point the phone in their direction and they all call out a round of hellos to her. After handing the phone off to Noah, the only spot available for me to stand that makes sense is next to Sawyer. I notice he’s flicking something in his fingers—the guitar pick from the cupcakes. I can’t help but wonder if it’s from nerves, anger, or habit. 

	“Good job, Mel,” he whispers. “Telling Noah in a special way was the best thing you could have done. Wait until my mom hears she’s going to be a grandma again. If you have a boy, watch out for Diane … she might try and take him from you.” 

	“I hope it’s a boy. I’ve got not a clue in the world what I’d do with a girl.” 

	“Careful what you wish for,” he flashes that sinful dimple again, “Weston boys are a handful to say the least.” 

	“Everyone say bye to Belle,” Noah calls out.

	Sawyer is the first to leave, followed by Darren, and everyone else funnels out one by one until only Wyatt is left. He already called Anna and broke the news to her. Noah had interrupted their nightly phone call and he wanted to fill her in on the important news. 

	“I’m so fucking happy for you two. Between you and Belle, you might just give Anna baby fever yet.” 

	“You, too?” I ask, surprised he’s on the baby train. 

	“Eh, I definitely wouldn’t object. I want Anna to be settled in her career and stuff so she feels she’s accomplished everything she wants, but I’m all for making some babies whenever she’s ready.” 

	“I’m sure you won’t have to wait long. Once you’re back from tour and Anna has unfettered access to you, she’ll be pregnant in no time,” Noah tells him as he not-so-subtly leads him to the door. 

	Wyatt laughs. “I get the hint. Enjoy the rest of the night, you two.” 

	“Oh, we will,” Noah tells him as he practically closes the door in his face. I can hear Wyatt laughing as he walks away. When Noah turns to me, he has a predatory gleam in his eyes. “I want to do some pretty wicked things to you right now, Mel, but can we call my parents first?” 

	Of course he wants to tell his parents. “Sure, why don’t you Skype your dad and have your mom open her email. That way we can watch them while they watch us?” 

	I forward the video to Karen while Noah gets Owen on Skype. They’re so cute, always side by side in bed together, usually watching TV. This time, Noah and I are side by side in bed as well. 

	“Hey, Noah!” Owen answers happily as he adjusts his computer screen. “Hey, Mel! I didn’t see you there, too.” 

	“Dad, tell Mom to get next to you and open up her email. We have something we want to show you guys.” 

	“I’m right here,” Karen says. “I’m pulling my email up now. You guys didn’t get married, did you?” 

	“By the look of terror on Mel’s face, I’m going to call that a no,” Owen replies before we have a chance to. 

	“Dad, make sure you put the computer so we can see you both watching the video.” 

	“Yeah, yeah, I’m not that old yet, son. I know how to work a computer.” Owen adjusts the screen again so we can see them both looking at Karen’s computer. 

	“Alright, I’m hitting play,” Karen calls out. 

	Noah and I exchange glances as he squeezes my thigh. He’s so excited to be able to share this with them. The video isn’t very long; within seconds, Karen is screaming. 

	“What? I’m going to be a grandma again! Noah … Mel … Owen, did you see this? We’re going to be grandparents!” 

	“Yeah, Mom, you sure are, and I’m going to be a dad. Hopefully, as good of one as the one I have.” The pride in Noah’s voice brings his parents to tears. Owen’s trying to blink them back, but I see them. Karen doesn’t even bother; she lets her happy tears flow freely. 

	“You’re going to be an amazing father, Noah,” Owen says proudly. 

	“We’re so happy for you guys. An end-of-summer baby will be perfect. The tour will be almost over and you can enjoy being parents without the constraints of touring after that. Have you told your sister’s yet?” she asks. 

	“Not yet, Mom, I’ll tell them tomorrow. It’s late here and I’m tired, but we wanted the two of you to be the first to know aside from the band.”

	“Congratulations! I’m so excited, we’ll talk soon. Let us know when you tell your sisters. Love you guys.” 

	Oh wow, he just included me in that. Noah squeezes my leg again sensing the significance of this moment for me. 

	“We love you, too. Goodnight,” Noah replies. 

	“Goodnight,” they say in unison as Noah turns off his phone and tosses it to the bedside table. 

	 “See, Mel, I told you they’d love you. But now I’m going to show you how much I love you.” 

	Noah lifts my t-shirt off and quickly rids me of my bra. “Lie down,” he commands, standing and stripping himself naked in record time. Leaning over the bed, he pulls my pajama pants and underwear off, tossing them to the floor. 

	His hungry gaze travels up my body, followed slowly by his lips. Noah blazes a trail of kisses up my legs as his hands wrap around them, traveling the path his lips don’t reach. His tongue flicks against my core once, leaving me needy for so much more. 

	When his mouth reaches my stomach, my heart skips a beat. He leaves tender kisses all over it while rubbing gentle circles with his hands, as if he’s hugging the baby from the outside. Kissing his way upward, his hands capture my breasts, pushing them close. His tongue flicks only the tip of each nipple before blowing on one, then the next, bringing my nipples to hard, taut peaks. As his mouth descends against my breast and he sucks me into his mouth my body arches into his. 

	He slides one hand lower until he’s cupping my pussy. Releasing a nipple, he asks, “Are you wet for me, baby?” 

	“Yes!” I cry out, pushing myself into his hand, trying to get his fingers inside of me. 

	His kisses become frantic as he makes his way from my breasts to my neck. I love when he nuzzles against me and groans right below my ear with his lips against my heated flesh. 

	“Please, Noah,” I whimper, begging him for relief. 

	Bringing his mouth to mine, he moves between my legs, hitching my leg up over his hip as he positions himself at my entrance. “I’ve never done this before.” His emotional words land straight on my heart. 

	“Me, either, but I’m glad we’re doing it together.” 

	“Me, too,” he answers as his lips catch mine. His cock slides in the moment his tongue meets mine, and it’s an explosion of senses. My arched hips meet his thrusts in synchronicity. Our kiss a long, seductive journey to bliss. With my arms around his neck, our bodies are fused together in every way possible. 

	Words aren’t necessary; everything is being said with the movements of our bodies. When my walls begin to clench around him, his body trembles above mine. With each thrust, he becomes more determined to make this last, but when my orgasm hits and I contract tightly around him, he loses his battle and comes with me. The twitching of his cock feels so intense; as he fills me with his essence, I feel it all—each pulse, each thrust, every decadent sensation. 

	Noah falls to the side and pulls me to him, my head against his heart. His heart thumps wildly against my ear as he combs his fingers through my hair. “That was …” 

	“The number one reason people get pregnant. After feeling that, who would want to go back to condoms?” 

	He chuckles and kisses my head. “Exactly, it was incredible. It always is with you, but I could feel you around me, clenching me, holding me, and pulling me into you. Fuck, Mel. It was euphoric.” 

	“Just think … we can do it like that for the next seven, eight months.” 

	With a growl, he pulls me to his mouth and kisses me relentlessly. “I’m never going to want to go back to condoms.” 

	“Me, either. I’ll get the IUD put in as soon as I can after the baby.” 

	“Or we can work on number two right away.” 

	“Keep dreaming, Weston.” 

	Noah pulls the blanket up over us and tucks me into his arms. “Thank you for tonight, Amelia. It’s one I’ll never forget. I still can’t believe we’re having a baby. She’s going to be perfect, just like you.” 

	“Really? You want a girl? I kind of hope it’s a boy.” 

	“I want whatever is healthy. I wouldn’t mind either. Do you have a feeling like Belle did?” 

	I can already tell Noah is going to be extremely hands-on during this pregnancy. But it’s a good thing; he’ll help me keep it together. 

	“No, I don’t. I’m just not sure I’d know what to do with a girl. Boys seem easier. But whatever it is, I’ll love it, just like I do their daddy.” 

	“Goodnight, Mel,” Noah whispers, almost asleep. 

	“Goodnight, Noah. Sweet dreams.” 
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	Belle’s Pregnancy Post 

	Slammers! 

	It’s your girl Belle, and boy do I have news! Listen up, Slammed family, because this time I need to ask for your forgiveness. We all know there’s been rumors about myself and Darren Miller from BAD. I’m finally going to put those rumors to rest. Yes, I’m wearing an engagement ring and yes, I am also pregnant. We are not having a shot gun wedding; in fact, we haven’t even discussed a date. 

	So why am I telling you this? Because you, my loyal readers, deserve the truth. At first, we kept things quiet because with any new relationship you never know how things are going to work out. As time passed, our love has only grown stronger. Now with the new photos emerging of Darren with his hands around my ever-expanding belly, it seems like the right time to come clean once and for all. To be fair, we never denied any rumors; we just didn’t go out of our way to confirm them, either.  

	Forgive me, Slammers, for keeping this blessing from you. We just wanted to keep this little miracle to ourselves as long as we could. She’s going to be something special, you just see. 

	That’s right, I said she. Slammed readers are getting the exclusive gender reveal right here. Rest assured the upcoming baby won’t affect any of your BAD updates. I’ll still be bringing you all the exclusives as they happen. 

	My apologies, Slammed family, I never meant to deceive you. I always meant to tell you in my own way, when the time was right. 

	Don’t forget - Live today like there’s no tomorrow.

	Xs and Os, 

	Belle
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	On The Road Again

	Three months after New York…

	Since New York, everything has been a whirlwind of activity. How in the world they managed to set up most of the eastern states in the dead of winter, I’ll never understand. I suppose this was the most efficient way in order for them to end the tour in California, but still … the cold weather is not my friend. 

	When we pulled out of New York on the buses, Noah sat down and made a ton of calls. He singlehandedly scheduled each and every prenatal appointment with a doctor in whatever city we were going to be in at the time. And he scheduled them against his schedule so he could always be there. I have to admit, it was a huge relief. The only downfall is when the baby is due we’ll be on the road, so my doctor won’t get to deliver it unless I go home, which I can’t do because Noah wouldn’t be able to be there. Now, every month, a different doctor gets to see all my lady parts in all their pregnant glory. Did I forget to mention every doctor is a woman? I’m sort of grateful, but that was Noah’s way of waving his man card loud and proud. 

	At least now that it’s April, it’s warming up, so I get to watch all the spring blooms in full effect. We’re also inching closer to the end of the tour, and my excitement for going home grows with each day that passes. The band is in Florida this week and two exciting things are happening today. First, Belle is flying in for the weekend. And second, Noah and I are finding out the sex of our baby. I’m officially at the halfway point of my pregnancy and haven’t had any morning sickness which was the greatest blessing of all. Belle is at the end of her pregnancy with only four weeks left to go, give or take. They’ve picked a name for the baby, but they’re being impossibly stubborn and not telling anyone what it is. 

	“Morning, Mel,” Sawyer says as he makes his coffee. 

	“Morning.” 

	The two of us still have our morning routine while Noah still sleeps like the dead. Sawyer has stopped calling me Princess completely, and no one batted an eye. Guess I was the only one keeping track. 

	“So today is the big day. Are you excited?” 

	“I am, but I’m also scared.” 

	His gaze travels to the window before looking back at me. “Are you even excited?” 

	His question catches me off guard. “I’m getting there. After today, I think I will be.” What I really want to say was I’m excited Noah is getting everything he wants, but I’m not sure I’m completely on board with the whole thing yet.

	“That’s good, I was just curious. You seemed completely overwhelmed with all the attention at Easter.” 

	“Your family was excited, I get it. But my emotions are on high right now, and I was overwhelmed. I’m not sure I’ve ever met anyone as excited for babies as the people in your family.” 

	“Ha! You think that was bad, you should have seen when Diane was pregnant. Mom would show up at her house almost daily with new magazines, books, gifts, you name it. Rob finally had to talk to my dad to make it stop. Be glad you’re on tour and she’s not your actual mother.” 

	I bite down on my lip when he says that. “Shit, I’m sorry, Mel, I didn’t mean it like that. Is that why this is so hard for you? Because your parents aren’t here?” 

	Here come the tears. Pregnancy hormones are the absolute worst. 

	“That’s a loaded question I try not to give much thought to. Of course I wish they were here for this, but if they were, I most likely wouldn’t be where I am now. I’d probably be singing and touring, and my book would have never been written. At least, if my dad had gotten his way.” 

	Sawyer drops the subject and pulls a pack of Pop-Tarts from his secret stash. “Here, you know this will make you feel better.” He hands me the pack with a smile. 

	For whatever reason, eating Pop-Tarts while pregnant is almost a transcendent experience. After moaning in appreciation, I lick my lips.

	Sawyer rolls his eyes. “Stop making it sexual or I won’t give them to you anymore. Fuck, I need to get laid.” 

	“Well, we’re in The Sunshine State, so I’m sure you won’t have a lack of willing participants. Especially since we’re in hotels once we get to Orlando. One more hour and you can … scratch your itch.” I laugh at my own joke and even Sawyer joins in. 

	“What are you two laughing about?” Noah asks sleepily. 

	“Nothing,” Sawyer says at the same time I tell Noah the truth. 

	“Sawyer needing to get laid.” 

	Noah is immediately irritated when he hears the difference in our answers. This is what it’s been like the past few months. My relationship with Sawyer is fine. But a good part of the time, Sawyer is an ass to Noah for no reason. I want to talk to him about it, but I don’t want to make it worse. Darren has tried, though, and it works for a bit and then he’s back to being angry. 

	Sawyer goes to his room and Noah leans down and kisses me and then like he does every morning, he leans down and kisses the baby good morning too. 

	“Do you know why Sawyer seems so angry with me all the time?” 

	God, does that question hurt my heart. 

	“Not for sure, but if I had to guess, I think he feels left behind. All of his best friends are married or getting married, and two of the three of you are starting families. I think, deep down inside, Sawyer wants what you have but he doesn’t know how to get it.” 

	“I miss my brother, Mel. What can I do?” Noah’s sad eyes make me want to cry, but I don’t because I’m a contributor to that sadness; I won’t give myself an easy out on my guilt. 

	“What you’re already doing, Noah. Take his smartass comments and love him anyway. But maybe try and find some bonding time with him this week. The two of you should go to Disney World or something and act young and dumb. Or go to Harry Potter World and drink some Butterbeer.” 

	Noah stands up, smiling away. “Great idea. I’m going to go talk to him about it right now and then I’m taking a shower. Our appointment is in two hours and I want to be off the bus as soon as it stops. The sooner we get there, the sooner we get to see Baby Weston.” 

	Our appointment. Never once have I felt like I’m in this alone. My emotions about this pregnancy might still be mixed but my love for its father has never faltered. 

	While Noah showers, I take the opportunity to type up my notes from yesterday’s interview with Harold, one of our bus drivers. I had a feeling they’d have some good information for this book and I wasn’t disappointed. I recall our conversation with a smile. 

	“Hey, Harold, mind if I keep you company up here and interview you for my book?” 

	Harold motions to the seat next to him with an easy smile. “I’d be a fool not to spend an afternoon with a beautiful lady. Don’t go falling in love with me, though … my wife’s had my heart for thirty years now.” 

	“Wow, thirty years, and you’re on the road so much. How do you keep it together?” 

	“Everyone’s got to make a living. It can be hard at times, but Noah and Sawyer make it a point to fly my family out when we have extended days off. They’re good bosses, and my kids are the envy of their friends for not only knowing BAD but also having the opportunity to hang out with them.” 

	Damn, Noah and Sawyer strike again. I’ve never met anyone who cares like they do. Even if Sawyer is a bit more low-key about it all. “That’s a great job perk. Are there any other’s you’d like to share?” 

	“This job has lots of advantages. I love driving and seeing the country in all its seasons. It’s my pride and joy to keep these guys safe and keep the tour running without interruptions if possible. I’d have taken this job in a heartbeat even without the benefits because the pay is good and the company is excellent. But my favorite perk of the job is for each year I drive, my kids get one year of college paid for. I’ve got two kids and I’ve worked here eight years. Neither of them will ever have to take out a student loan.” 

	Blinking back my hormonal tears I scribble my notes furiously. I wonder if they have this deal with other people on the tour as well? 

	“How old are your kids?” 

	He points up to the visor. “You can take that picture down and look at it. My daughter is fifteen and my son is seventeen.” 

	They’re cute kids, and his wife is gorgeous. 

	“What does your wife do?” 

	“She’s a stay-at-home mom. We decided it was important for them to have her home full-time when I took this job. She loves it and sends me videos of everything, so even if I can’t be there I never truly miss things.” 

	He’s got such a laidback attitude; it’s rare to meet someone with such an ease about them. I’m sorry I haven’t made the effort to get to know him sooner, but I’m glad the guys make an effort to spend time with the drivers when they can.

	“Okay, Harold, time for the down and dirty. What’s the most outrageous thing you’ve had happen on the bus? Maybe something to do with the fans or something the guys did … inquiring minds want to know. But rest assured they have final say on what goes in the book.” 

	He releases a belly laugh and shakes his head. “Girl, I thought you were trying to get me in trouble for a minute.” 

	“Oh, come on! I wouldn’t do that. I’m just doing my job same as you.” 

	“These guys are good guys. In the beginning, they were a bit rambunctious. It’s really the fans who are out of control, or who can be. There was one time when we were stopped for groceries and it was right when BAD had become famous on their first tour. One of the guys forgot to lock the bus.” 

	“Oh no …” 

	Laughing, Harold looks at me quickly before putting his eyes back on the road. “Oh yeah. We came out of the store and there were at least four women just lounging in their underwear waiting for them. Poor Noah, he was trying to avert his eyes and stay sweet but firm. They were all on the same bus back then. As soon as Wyatt saw what was going on, he turned around and got off the bus. Called out ‘later’ behind him and just bailed.” 

	Harold is laughing so hard he’s wheezing. “Darren and Sawyer … well, let’s just say they enjoyed themselves. Noah followed Wyatt pretty quickly. They were outside discussing the pitfalls of life on the road while Darren and Sawyer were inside enjoying what they considered the perks of the road. Just goes to show you, no two people see the same situation quite the same. There was a lot of that over the years …girls sneaking onto the buses. Back then they didn’t have the fancy digital doors like we do now. It’s easier for them to get into the hotel rooms now than it is for them to sneak onto the bus.” 

	Isn’t that the truth? Shaking away thoughts of Sara in our room, I turn my attention back to him. Harold begins to slow the bus so he can park at our next stop. 

	“Okay, last question, what is your favorite memory out of all your time with BAD?”

	“That’s easy, Wyatt and Anna’s wedding. Finding balance in a life like this isn’t easy, but those two have juggled their love, schedules, and careers since they were practically babies. Knowing love won in the end, and being able to witness their union, was one of my favorite days.” He pauses and turns back to me after we’re fully stopped. 

	“You and Noah have that same kind of love. It’s visible to anyone, even if they don’t know you. Don’t let anyone take that away from you because most people are lucky to find a love like yours in their lifetime. Finding it a second time … well, it’s next to impossible.” 

	“Thanks, Harold, I think we’re pretty lucky, too. Speaking of Noah, if I don’t finish getting ready, he’s going to freak. He owes me a lunch date today … one that isn’t on the bus.” 

	“Well, you two have fun and enjoy your date. I’ll see you when you get back.”

	“Are you ready, Mel?” Noah asks, freshly showered and looking sexy as ever. 

	“Yeah, let me put this stuff away and I’m all yours.” 
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	“Are you two ready to see your baby?” the doctor asks with a bright, happy smile. Dr. Walter is a younger woman, probably mid- to late thirties at the most. It’s obvious she’s a fan of Noah’s. So far, they all seem to be, but no one has crossed any boundaries yet, so it’s all good. 

	“We are so ready!” Noah exclaims, squeezing my hand. I want to record his reaction, but it’s not possible with the way we are situated. I’ll have to write about it as soon as we get back. One thing I have started is a journal for the baby to have when it’s older. It’s silly, but I would have liked something like that, especially now, with my parents gone. 

	After taking all her measurements, the doctor shows us the heartbeat—my favorite part of these appointments. It’s so strong, just like Noah’s. But this 3D ultrasound might be my new favorite thing. The baby’s features are so prominent already and it’s only the size of a bell pepper. How crazy is that? 

	“Do you see this? she asks, pointing to the monitor. 

	“Is that what I think it is?” I ask, suddenly completely excited. 

	“If you think it’s a penis, then yes. Congratulations, you two, you’re having a boy.” 

	“Noah! It’s a boy, we’re having a boy!” I’m screaming while he’s still got his eyes locked on the monitor. 

	“Let me get the pictures that printed out and I’ll give you a few minutes alone.” She hands me a towel to wipe off the ultrasound gel; Noah helps me up as soon as it’s gone. After buttoning up my pants, Noah lifts me off the ground and spins me in a circle. 

	“We’re having a boy, Mel! Do you know what that means?” 

	“Diane is stealing our baby?” 

	“No way in hell. It means I can teach him to play guitar, and baseball, and how to treat women right, all like my dad taught us. And I can read stories to him and search for monsters and have mud fights.” His eyes are dancing and he’s still looking at the screen over my shoulder.

	“You get to do all of that. You’re also in charge of baths after those mud fights.” 

	“Deal.” Then he pulls us to the ultrasound machine and takes out his phone. “Crouch down here,” he says as he moves to the other side of the machine to take the same pose. He takes a few pictures of us with the monitor between us and then shows them to me. “Look, our first family photos.” 

	And fuck me sideways if the waterworks don’t start falling from my eyes out of fucking nowhere. This is my family. Mine. 

	“That is the sweetest thing I’ve ever seen. You should caption it and send it to our friends, but don’t tell them the sex. We need to do something unique for that tonight.” 

	“Good idea.” He’s already typing and texting. 

	“Noah, when we go home for Fourth of July weekend we should do a maternity photo shoot. Nothing big, but it can be the next stage of our family photos.” 

	“I fucking love that idea, and I love you, too.” Of course, as soon as he lowers his lips to mine, the doctor comes back inside the room. After she officially tells us everything is right on track and there’s nothing to worry about, we’re on our way. 
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	That night, the band didn’t have a show. Noah and I invited everyone to our room so we could tell them about the baby. At the same time they were supposed to be with us we had deliveries made to Anna, Sam, Veronica, Jordan, Eli, and Noah’s parent’s and sisters. They all got a bouquet of blue tulips with a card. We wanted to go all out with balloons but since no one outside of the immediate family knows we had to keep it low key in case the reporters are out lurking. 

	For our room, we found this big round black plastic ball. It’s got a latch in the middle you can easily open. We filled it to capacity with blue confetti and Noah hung it from the ceiling. We decided to let Sawyer be the one to open it and make him part of the process. Housekeeping is going to hate us but Noah promised he’d make it worth their while. 

	Everyone is here except for Belle and Darren, but when they walk in, I almost lose my shit. “Belle! You’re all baby!” 

	Her waddle is the cutest thing, and I’m surprised she was even willing to get on a plane to come here. With an exhausted sigh, she takes a seat. “I know, and it’s getting hard to breathe and hard to move. The doctor said she’s already in position, so it’s just a matter of when she wants to come. He said her size is good so she shouldn’t have any issues if she’s a couple weeks early.” 

	Darren sits next to her, pulls her legs into his lap, and rubs her ankles. Those are huge, too, but I’m not saying anything about that. I’m sure that will be me in another three months or less. 

	Noah takes a quick second to position a fan at the ball, and turning it up to high. Wyatt gives him a quizzical look but doesn’t say anything. 

	“Can you two stop being so secretive and tell us already if I’m having another niece or a nephew finally?” Sawyer’s excited, even if he’s acting huffy and puffy. 

	“Actually, little brother, why don’t you do us the honors and open that latch on the ball?” 

	Sawyer cautiously looks up. “I’m not going to get slimed, am I?” 

	“I wouldn’t do that to you, Sawyer,” Noah says solemnly, and Sawyer opens the ball. 

	Just as we hoped, the fan blows the confetti everywhere as it’s falling. Everyone is covered in blue. 

	“Look! They’re having a Smurf!” Darren quips, making me laugh. 

	“Yes! You’re the man, Noah! Diane is going to kick your ass, but I don’t care because I finally get a nephew!” Sawyer, along with pretty much everyone, brushes away the confetti while Noah turns off the fan. For the first time in months, Sawyer looks genuinely happy. 

	“Mel! Our babies are going to grow up and get married!” Belle screams from the couch as I lean down to hug her. I had the exact same thought. 

	“I’m not so sure I want my daughter dating a Weston. I was never allowed to date a Weston, so maybe I should return the favor,” Darren teases. 

	Belle socks him. “My best friend’s son can date my daughter any time he wants to. Especially if he treats her the way his daddy treats his mama.” 

	Warren gives me a big hug. “Your parents would be so happy for you. Your dad always wanted to try for another baby, but your mom never thought it was fair for you to be raised on the road. She couldn’t bear to do that to another child. Although, I don’t think you turned out half bad. I can’t wait to meet him, Mel. You guys are making me proud.” 

	We end up ordering drinks and food and celebrating with our family for hours. The proud look on Noah’s face never left. I know he said he wanted a healthy baby, even mentioned he wouldn’t mind a girl, but based on his reaction there’s no doubt in my mind he was wishing for a boy, just like I was. 
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	Today, Sawyer and Noah are spending the day at Disney World. Noah said when he asked Sawyer to spend a brothers’ day together, he lit up. He also said Sawyer is a sucker for amusement parks, so he wasn’t sure if he was excited to spend time with Noah or to be going to Disney. 

	Throughout the day, Noah has been sending me the best selfies of the two of them, and Mac having a blast. Noah and Sawyer look completely carefree. It makes my heart happy to see them bonding, and I can only hope that from here on out the animosity between them will be gone. 

	He’s also been sending me random texts to check in, show his affection, and warn me about the barrage of packages about to hit the hotel. Apparently, he and Sawyer went a bit overboard shopping for Saylor and Emme; not that I’d expect anything less. 

	After moving all the photos into a file on my computer, I start uploading them to a printing site. I’ve been printing pictures like crazy and having them sent to the house. When we get home from tour, I’m going to start making photo albums. Some people think it’s old school, but I loved looking through Noah and Sawyer’s childhood memories; I want that for our kids one day. 

	My phone beeps. Expecting it to be another picture from Noah, I’m surprised when I find one from Sawyer. It’s of the two of them on a boat in It’s a Small World with the song attached as well. It makes me smile. 

	I fire off a link for “Hakuna Matata” to which Sawyer immediately replies with a smiley face emoji. 

	It’s long after dark by the time they made it back to the hotel. Sawyer came to the room with Noah with a huge stuffed Winnie the Pooh in tow. 

	“Sawyer, do you have a plushie fetish we’re not aware of?” I ask. His horrified look is priceless, and Noah is cracking up. 

	“Mel, my only fetish is sexy women with flexible limbs. Now the first gift to my nephew is going to be tainted with the words from your dirty mind.” 

	“Really? It’s for the baby?” 

	He puts the bear into my outstretched arms. “Yes, from his favorite uncle. I got Darren’s baby a big stuffed Eeyore. Saylor and Emme got Tigger and Piglet. I don’t know why, but Piglet seemed perfect for Emme.” 

	“And did Uncle Noah try and outdo your shopping spree?” Quirking my brow at Noah, he shoots me a look of pure innocence. 

	“I did not,” he states proudly

	“Bullshit,” Sawyer says, coughing into his hand. “I’m pretty sure he brought every princess doll in the park, along with matching costumes.” 

	“Yeah, well, you know you play it off like you only bought stuffed animals. Tell Mel what else you bought.” 

	My curiosity is piqued, and Sawyer replies with a resigned sigh, “I might have bought a family Disney World package for next summer for a week with the VIP experience.” 

	That is a Noah-level good deed. Maybe Sawyer took our talk to heart, or maybe he’s always like this with his family. “That’s awesome, Sawyer, I’m sure they’ll love it.” 

	“We’ll all love it,” Noah corrects. “When he says family, he means everyone. Us, my parents, sisters, Jordan, Darren’s family, Wyatt and Anna, Mac and Ryan, Warren and Sam. Everyone, Mel. Babies included. Hotels, tickets, everything bought and paid for.” 

	Holy shit, I can’t even imagine the price tag on that. “That was so thoughtful of you, Sawyer, thank you. I’m sure everyone is going to have a blast. Imagine the pictures we’ll be able to get. It will be our first family vacation courtesy of their favorite Uncle Sawyer.” 

	“Alright, well, I’m going to go crash. It was nice not having any shows for a couple of days, but tomorrow it’s back to the grind, and I need some sleep.” 

	“Thanks for coming with me today. We need to do this more often. Maybe after the tour we can make it a priority to take a brothers’ trip at least once a year. Us, J, Wyatt, and Darren. I know we see each other all the time, but a guys’ weekend is something we haven’t done in I don’t know how long. Not to truly hang out and relax, at least.” 

	Sawyer’s eyes soften with Noah’s words, and I think hearing that Noah is looking toward the future and not abandoning him makes Sawyer feel better. “That sounds good, Noah, we’ll make it happen for sure.” 

	When Noah closes the door, my eyes are filled with tears. “Are you going to cry again?” he asks softly. 

	“No,” I answer with a sniffle as I’m met with his loving arms. 

	“It’s okay, Mel, you cry all you want to. I know they’re happy tears.” 

	 “Did you have a good time?” 

	“We had so much fun. I meant what I said, I need time with Sawyer. When we’re out of sync, I feel off. Like my equilibrium needs to be reset or something. I’ve been trying to give him space. I know he’s lonely and trying to figure out what life has in store for him.” 

	“He’ll be okay, Noah.” As I caress his back, he keeps me tightly in his embrace. 

	“He’ll be better than okay. Sawyer was meant for great things. He’s the most talented person I’ve ever met. I wish he’d go solo and showcase his voice like he’s doing now. At least go into songwriting, something. This industry gives him life.” 

	Noah has opened up a door I’ve been wanting to knock on for a while now. Pulling him over to the couch, I take this opportunity to delve deeper. “Why rock? Don’t get me wrong, you guys are at the top of your game. Coming up on the heels of Linkin Park, A Perfect Circle, Incubus, bands like that … I see the appeal. But I’ve heard your vocal ranges and you could have far surpassed any of that.” 

	“We were kids in a band who wanted to make music. Darren loved Metallica, and Wyatt was a Korn freak. Sawyer and I didn’t really care what we sang, but we loved the way you could go at it with a guitar in rock. Sawyer loved being able to scream out his aggressions, and we both wanted to be wherever our friends were.” 

	I love getting new insight about them—for the book and for myself. “So when did the song writing come into play?” 

	His face softens at the memory. “I’ve always thought that came after what happened with J. Once Sawyer started journaling, he had this funnel where he could let his concentrated thoughts pour free. When the words started speaking to him, I think it was only natural for it to flow onto the paper in the form of a song.”

	“And what about you? Where do you see your future career taking you?” 

	Noah blushes. “I’d love to manage Sawyer. Make him an independent artist and watch him rise to the top. I’ve never imagined not working with Sawyer in some capacity for the rest of our lives. Darren and Wyatt as well. Maybe even think about opening a small boutique label one day for indies. Who knows?” 

	“But no singing for you?” 

	“I’ll sing for you anytime, Mel, you know that … and to our kids, but it’s hard to have a career singing and not tour. I’m done touring. Life awaits us and we’re going to enjoy it. Come on, let’s go to sleep. I’m tired.” 

	After Noah falls asleep, I think about what he said about being Sawyer’s manager. I know Sawyer loves Noah, but I wonder if he realizes how much faith Noah has in him. It makes me realize, for the first time ever, the importance of siblings. 
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	Welcome To The World 

	April eleventh is a day I will never forget. It was a Friday, and Darren woke Noah and me up pounding on our door at three in the morning. 

	“What’s wrong?” Noah’s frantic tone pulls me from bed. 

	“Belle’s water broke and I have no idea what to do. She’s not supposed to have the baby here!” 

	Noah jumps into action. First, he pops his head into the hall and tells Mac to pull the car up. Then, he tells Darren we’ll meet him in their room in five minutes. 

	“Get dressed, Mel, we’re going to see our niece make her way into the world. I’m going to call Dr. Walter and ask if she’ll meet us at the hospital and take Belle on as a patient. I’m sure she will, I’ll make it worth her while.” Noah has this smile when he’s plotting a good deed, or trying to get something he wants. I can imagine it goes all the way back to preschool and he even swayed many a teacher with it. 

	“Yeah, that sounds good. Oh my God, I can’t believe the baby is coming, Noah!” 

	Placing a tender kiss against my lips, he replies, “Soon, it will be us.” 

	Thinking about labor terrifies me, but imagining our baby after seeing him, not so much. I’m getting used to the idea; he’s coming soon so I’d better be. I officially graduated into my own maternity pants this week. 

	Minutes later, Belle is laughing at Darren as he paces the floor in their room. 

	“Are you okay, Belle?” I ask, wondering why she’s not freaking out right now. 

	“I’m fine, but Darren isn’t. I don’t even feel anything yet. One minute I was sleeping, the next I thought I’d pissed myself.” 

	“Alright, guys, let’s get downstairs. Mac brought the car up while I called the doctor Mel went to for her ultrasound. She’s got the best reputation in Orlando, her name is Dr. Walter and she’s agreed to deliver your baby. Grab your extra tickets for tonight, Darren. We’ve got a doctor and a nurse who are going to appreciate your thoughtfulness.” 

	Darren rushes to his dresser mumbling, “Good idea, Noah. Good idea.” 

	Belle looks at me and shakes her head, but she’s watching Darren freak out in complete adoration. I can’t believe she’s so calm; it’s got to be because the pain hasn’t started yet. After exiting the room, we’re waiting for the elevator as Wyatt, Sawyer, and Warren come running down the hall to catch up. 

	The guys help Belle into the SUV, where Mac has already laid out towels. I climb in, followed by Noah and Darren, and the other guys wait for Ryan to pull the other car up. 

	Twenty short minutes later, Belle is in a hospital room, gowned and hooked up to a fetal monitor and an IV. Talk about the VIP treatment. This room is a suite, and the nurse said we can all stay until Belle tells us to go. Darren takes one side of her bed and I take the other. 

	“Hey, Belle, we don’t want to interfere with your special moment, so if you want us to leave just say so, okay?” 

	“Actually, Mel, I’d love for you to stay for the birth. Darren and I already talked about it and it’s only right my sister is here. Especially since my mom isn’t. She’s going to be so pissed. But if I can wake her up in the morning holding a bundle of joy, I’m sure she’ll forgive me.” 

	I’m touched by her offer and a little fearful. Seeing her give birth is going to be a scary wake-up call for me. It will be worth it to see her baby come into the world. “I’m honored, Belle, thank you.” 

	“You’re welcome, but the other guys … yeah, they’ll have to go when the action starts. This is only a show for us three.” 

	“Consider us gone. I don’t think my player mentality can handle watching a woman give birth,” Sawyer calls out, making the guys laugh. 

	Dr. Walter comes in right then and pauses in her tracks. When her eyes make their way across the room and she realizes she’s got the entire band here, she’s starstruck. Unless you were looking, though, you’d never know it; she recovered like a boss. 

	“You must be Belle. Seems like congratulations are in order because today is going to be your baby’s birthday. I’m Dr. Walter … and you must be dad?” She extends her hand to Darren. 

	“Yes, I’m Darren Miller. Thank you for coming and taking care of the two most important women in my life.” 

	I start crying again. After this tour, I’m going to invent a pregnancy patch that somehow blocks the sporadic waterworks in pregnant women. 

	“Alright, let me wash up and we’ll see how you’re progressing. Mel, Noah, it’s good to see you again. Thank you for trusting me with your friend.” 

	Dr. Walter makes me wish if I were going to deliver anywhere, it would be with her. Noah’s research has paid off in spades; I’m so thankful for him right now. 

	“Alright, guys, you heard the doctor, time to get out. We’ll call you back in a few minutes.” Darren gets up and ushers them all out the door in protective papa mode.

	Belle giggles from the bed. “I’m pretty sure not a single one of them would want to see this, except for maybe Noah, and only because he’d want to know what to expect.”

	“Belle, put your feet up on the bed and spread your legs for me. You’re going to feel some pressure, but it’s only me feeling with my fingers to see how dilated you are.” 

	“Ugh …” Belle groans, squeezing my hand. The monitor lines start moving rapidly, and Dr. Walter pulls her hand back, removes her gloves, and goes to wash her hands again. 

	When she comes back, she smiles up at Belle. “You’re in active labor. Right now you’re about four centimeters dilated. That contraction you had while I was checking you was pretty mild in intensity, but every woman is different. How do you handle pain? Do you want an epidural or any pain medication? The hospital was able to get your records, but I didn’t get a chance to review the birth plan yet.” 

	“I’m not sure. I was still trying to figure that out because she wasn’t supposed to come for another month.” Belle is understandably upset; this wasn’t how she was expecting her baby to enter the world. 

	“Yes, well, we find babies come when they’re ready. You have time to think about it, but don’t wait too long. It can sometimes take a while if you opt for an epidural and lots of moms end up missing the window and going natural. We can give you something to take the edge off if the contractions get bad, but it will wear off before you deliver. I’ll check back with you in about an hour. If you make a decision about the drugs before I return, press the button for the nurse. Try and rest, it could be a long night.” 

	For the next hour, Belle powers through her contractions amazingly well. Once the guys saw how much pain was involved they all decided to go into a private waiting room the hospital set up for them. Except for Noah, he was fascinated with everything. 

	In the end, Belle opts for drugs but not an epidural. It’s shortly after eight in the morning when Dr. Walter checks Belle for the final time and announces it’s time to bring this baby into the world. Noah goes to the waiting room, leaving me wishing I could go, too. This is the scariest thing I’ve ever seen. 

	With one hand wrapped around Darren’s and the other around mine, Belle begins to push. When the baby’s head comes out, Darren looks down in amazement. “Belle, I can see her head. She has so much hair.” His excitement is palpable, but I’m not even sure any of what he said registered with Belle. She’s exhausted, in pain, and trying to push a watermelon out of her hoo ha.

	Three more pushes and the baby is all the way out. Dr. Walter suctions her mouth, allowing her to release the loudest scream I’ve ever heard. I get it; it was probably just as traumatic for her as it was for her mom. 

	“Happy Birthday, baby girl!” Dr. Walter announces, holding her high for Belle to see. Belle’s bawling at the sight of her baby. 

	“Oh my God, Darren, we made that beautiful little girl,” she sobs hysterically. 

	Darren kisses her sweetly. “We sure did, Belle.” 

	“Dad, would you like to cut the cord?” 

	Darren looks horrified. “Um, I think I’ll pass on that one, but thanks for asking,” he tells her, watching with rapt attention as she cuts the cord instead. 

	“Let the nurses check her scores and her oxygen levels. She seems perfect, but we’ll want to be on the safe side since she’s pre-term. Then they’ll clean her up and give her back, it will only take a few minutes. In the meantime, lets finish up with you first.” 

	While Dr. Walter is tending to Belle, Darren is hovering over the nurses, making sure the baby is okay. The nurse calls out scores, oxygen levels, and weight before Dr. Walter gives her the green light to bring the baby to mom and dad. 

	“I’m going to step out now. Enjoy these precious moments. Darren, come get me when I can hold her and learn her name.” Belle seems like she wants to say something, but I cut her off. “You did good, Belle. I’m so proud of you.” With a kiss to her cheek, I go find the guys to give them the good news. 

	“She’s here and she’s perfectly healthy. They’re going to take some time to bond and call us in. She’s so cute, you guys. Tiny like Belle, but boy does she have a mighty cry.” 

	“Seems appropriate, another crying woman to add to the mix. Between you and Belle, there’s been nothing but tears the past few months.” Sawyer’s response might have made me laugh if I weren’t so tired. 

	“How was it?” Noah asks earnestly as I take a seat on the couch and curl up against him. 

	“It looked like torture, but I’d say the end result was absolutely worth it.” 

	“Are you scared now?” he asks, concern on his face. 

	“I’ve been scared but even though it looks horrific, she also sailed right through with no problems. I think I’ll be okay. I’m not a fan of pain, so I might go for the epidural option. Seems like it would make the whole thing a bit more peaceful, or at least less stressful. But I don’t want an audience, Noah. Just the two of us.” 

	He nuzzles his head against mine. “That sounds like an excellent plan.” 

	After about a half hour of waiting, Darren comes to invite us all back into the room. The guys all hug him, and he and Sawyer seem to have a moment of sorts before we go in to see Belle. She’s beaming at her baby girl in her arms. 

	“Everyone, wash your hands if you plan on touching this baby,” I announce firmly as I lead the way to the sink. My grabby hands are itching for a turn. Once I’m finished, Belle kisses her softly on the head and passes her to me with a smile. 

	“Meet the newest member of our family. Cadence Melody Miller.” 

	“You picked a musical name, but it’s not a messed up one at all, it’s absolutely perfect. Happy Birthday, Cadence, I’m Auntie Mel.” Noah is smiling down at her over my shoulder and I pass her to him next. 

	“How do you feel, Belle? Can I get you anything?” I ask, feeling useless after what I just witnessed her go through to bring Cadence into this world. 

	“I’m okay, Mel. Thank you for being here with me. We already called Veronica and she’s trying to make plans to see her already.” 

	Darren speaks up as the baby makes it into Wyatt’s arms. “Hey, guys, I need to ask you something important. Especially you Wyatt and Warren.” All eyes are on him except for Wyatt, who’s entranced by Cadence. “Now that Cadence is here early, Belle has to go on maternity leave. It will push her all the way up to when she was supposed to come on tour with us anyway. Not trying to put you on the spot or anything, but would you mind if they just came now? I know it will be an adjustment and …” 

	“Darren, stop,” Wyatt commands as he passes the baby straight to Warren. “It’s your family, and your bus, too. You don’t even have to ask, at least not me. You already know Mel and Noah don’t care.” 

	“I don’t care. I think a baby might be just what the doctor ordered to end this tour right,” Warren says, passing Cadence to Sawyer. 

	Sawyer cradles her in his arms, never breaking his gaze on her. “Hell, I’m her all-time favorite uncle already. She can be my sidekick anytime. I might even change diapers if you’re lucky.” 

	“Alright, it’s set then,” Warren announces. “Welcome to the tour. Speaking of … you guys need to get some sleep. I’ll push the interviews back to after the show. Darren, rest as much as you can, but we need you there tonight.” 

	“I’ll come back and sit with Belle while you guys are at the show. You can relieve me when it’s over, Darren,” I say, with the hope of relieving the conflict crossing his face. 

	With relief in his eyes, he agrees. I get one more chance to hold Cadence before passing her off to her daddy. I’ve never seen Darren look so in love.

	Once we’re back at the hotel, instead of going straight to sleep, Noah gets on the computer and starts making calls. In under an hour, he’s hired a company to come out and redesign Darren’s bus. Nothing major, just making it baby friendly. They’re supposed to figure out the ways and hows of fitting essential nursery items in tight spaces. They bring all the furniture and Noah pays them on completion. 

	After that’s taken care of, he looks at me with a beaming smile. “Let’s do some shopping, Mel.” 

	As I curl up into his side, we look at a wide variety of items. Eventually, he places an order for a car seat, a stroller, a bouncy chair, and some essentials like clothes, diapers, pacifiers, and baby toiletries. Belle didn’t have a shower and she’s so last-minute, I know she doesn’t have anything yet. It’s another one of Noah’s good deeds, but it’s also fun to shop and browse. As a bonus, we now have an idea of all the stuff we still have to do as well. 

	We debated themes, colors, and styles of things we’d eventually like to get for our nursery once we’re home from tour. He loves the Dr. Seuss crib set so much he ordered the whole thing now and had it shipped to our house. My husband-to-be is amazing. 

	“If that company does a good job setting up their bus, we’ll have them come back out and do ours,” Noah says, putting his laptop to the side and tucking me into his arms. With a contented sigh, I curl up into him as my eyes become heavy with sleep.   
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	Later that evening—after bonding with Belle and Cadence for hours—I’m on a baby high. When Noah and I get back to the hotel and climb into bed, he pulls me into his arms. 

	In the sweetest tone, he asks, “Can we talk about something important to me?”

	“Of course, what’s going on?” 

	“Do you remember in Vegas when I told you if you ever got pregnant I was going to want to marry you immediately?” 

	Uh-oh, I know exactly where this is going. “Yes, I remember.” 

	“Let’s pick a day, Mel. We can have any kind of wedding you want. Big, or just the two of us, but I want to be your husband before our baby comes.” 

	“Noah, isn’t the whole pregnant bride thing a little cliché?” 

	His body tenses against mine. “Maybe if it’s a shotgun wedding, but this isn’t that.” His firm tone leaves zero room for argument. “You know how I feel about you, and we got engaged before we knew about him. But he’s coming, Mel, and I want us to be a married couple when he’s born. It’s important to me.” 

	It’s important to me. Those four words did me in. I won’t deny him this; I really have no reason to. 

	“Would your family hate us if we had a ceremony with the two of us? We could video it for them and have a big reception once the tour is over. I hate the idea of the pregnant bride thing, but I’d feel better if it’s only the two of us.” 

	He quietly ponders my request. “I think they might be hurt at first, but I know my family and they’d understand. I’m sure it’s hard for you to think about a wedding without your parents there, on top of them not being here for the baby. But it will have to be a really big reception, followed by an over-the-top honeymoon with lots of sex. I’m sure Diane and Rob would keep the baby for us.” 

	And it’s settled. Even though I feel massively guilty for Noah not having his family at the wedding, he’ll be happy with us. This is why I hate secrets. I don’t like having to think ahead to potential disasters. Noah will never know I had to weigh the pros and cons of Sawyer being hurt and getting drunk at our wedding. I don’t trust drunk Sawyer to keep secrets, and I’m not going to lose Noah over one stupid mistake. As long as Sawyer doesn’t have to suffer through a wedding, I’m sure he’ll be fine at the reception, especially because the baby will be here by then. 

	But Noah is also right about something else. I’ve never wanted a big wedding because I don’t have my dad to walk me down the aisle. This way I don’t get hurt, either.

	“Deal, one intimate wedding, one massive reception with an unforgettable honeymoon.” 

	Noah’s lips meet mine briefly before he asks another question. “Have you been thinking about names?” 

	“Some. I guess it’s something we should start talking about.” After meeting Cadence tonight, I can fully appreciate the value of a good name. 

	“What do you think about Nathaniel?” he asks tentatively. 

	“I like it. It’s one I looked at in the baby book, actually. I have a list with a few names and I’m pretty sure Nathaniel is on it. I remember thinking we could call him Nate.” 

	“Makes sense. I looked at the book after you and you had marked a few pages. I wasn’t sure what name on the page you liked, but that one stuck out at me. Do you know what it means?” He’s rubbing circles against my low back and it feels really good. 

	“Mm … no, what does it mean?” 

	“Nathaniel means ‘Gift of God’ or ‘God has Given’ and I think, in our case, it couldn’t be any truer.” 

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

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

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

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

	“I love you, too. Always.” 
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	The next evening before their show Noah and I go over to the buses to meet with the baby company guys and put away the deliveries. Noah even arranged for a twelve-hour laundry service to come so they can take all the clothes and bedding and wash it in baby soap. Everything will be perfect by the time Belle and Cadence get on the bus. 

	The boss from the retrofit company shows us all the work they did; it’s spectacular. They took the unused office space and turned it into a changing nook. The bottom of the changing table has dresser drawers and there are two smaller dressers on each side to make plenty of room for clothes. 

	In the bathroom, they hung a hook that holds the baby bathtub and toiletries. In Darren’s room, they replaced the long dresser with a tall one and used the extra space for a small version of a crib. He shows Noah all the safety features of how the crib and bouncy seat latch and lock into the floor. They also added the appropriate kinds of safety harnesses to the couch so they could lock the car seat in place. 

	Noah is impressed and takes the guy’s card so he can schedule them to come back in a few months. After he leaves, we get busy sorting all our purchases, which doesn’t take very long. Noah runs outside to put the car seat in the car for tomorrow and while we’re here, I decide to grab a sweater. 

	When I enter our room, I don’t know what to think. 

	“Noah! What is this?” 

	“Did you call me, Mel?” he asks, climbing into the bus. 

	“What in the world is this?” I ask, pointing to the wall next to our bed. It’s more like up at the top by the headboard—or where the headboard would be if there was one—but it’s all soundproofing and a massive metal bar. Like the kind in handicapped bathrooms. 

	“I had them put that in for you.” 

	“What the hell for?” I’m angry as fuck. 

	“Don’t yell,” he says, pressing his finger against my lips. “There are times when I’m not here and the further along you get, the harder it’s going to be for you to get out of bed. Or it might be,” he says, backtracking a bit. “I thought it would be better to be safe than sorry. I also had them put one against the wall next to the bathtub in case you wanted to soak and not have to ask for help.” 

	And there’s that sweetness I love so much, which makes my anger dissipate. Even though he’s making me feel elderly, I understand his reasoning. “Thank you, it’s very sweet. I hope I don’t need them, but I’m happy you were thinking of me.” 

	“I was thinking of you both, and you’re welcome. They can come off later as easily as they were put on.” 

	“Yeah, they’re definitely coming down. Sawyer is going to have a field day with this one.” I can just imagine the jokes now. 

	“Actually, he thought it was a really great idea. He saw how hard it was for Belle to move around at times. 

	“Are you two always going to be this overprotective?” My smile belies the frustration in my voice. 

	“Forever and ever, that’s our job. Especially mine. Come on, let’s get to the hospital so I can get to the show on time.” 

	“Need a baby fix, Mr. Weston?” He can’t fool me; he’s jonesing for Cadence. 

	“Is it that obvious?” 

	“Probably only to me. I need my fix of that cuteness, too. Let’s go.” 

	Noah pulls me close and as his lips meet mine, all thoughts of Cadence are temporarily forgotten as I fall into his love.
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	 “You guys do realize you missed the baby store, like, five miles back, right? I know Darren said there’s some stuff on the bus, but seriously you don’t have any clue how much stuff we need.” Belle’s mama instincts are working overtime. I think it’s mean they’re making her worry, but I understand the element of surprise. 

	Veronica was able to fly in for a day but she had to get back to work. She’d already missed time for her vacation and Christmas, but they let her come since it was her grandchild. If she didn’t have a massive deadline, she would have stayed longer. Darren arranged for a car to take her back to the airport when we all left the hospital this morning. 

	“Belle, make me a list and Noah and I will go. You need to rest and Cadence doesn’t need to be in any store right now, she’s too small.” The softness in my voice makes Belle cry. 

	“I know, Mel, but I was supposed to have all this ready for her. I’m already a failure.” 

	Wow, talk about post-partum hormones; Belle never talks like this. 

	“Stop that. It’s not your fault she came early. She’s impatient like her mother. Let’s go get you settled and you can make me a list. It will also help me see what I need to start preparing for.” 

	Once she hears she’ll be helping me out, she nods her agreement. “Okay, come on.” 

	Darren already took Cadence onto their bus, where everyone is waiting. When Belle is a few feet inside the bus, she notices the subtle changes. “What did you guys do?” 

	Noah wraps his arm around my waist. “Nothing you wouldn’t have done if you could. Go take a look around and tell us if we’re missing anything and we’ll get it.” 

	“You had a bottle station installed?” she squeals as she passes the kitchen area. “Oh my God, she’s got her own dressing area!” she cries as she passes what used to be the office. “You guys!” she screams as she enters the bedroom. 

	Everyone is smiling, enjoying her incredible happiness at what she sees. We hear drawers and cabinets opening and closing all through the bus. “You even bought formula!” 

	“Well, you know we can be sadistic now and again, but we prefer for babies not to starve to death,” Sawyer answers, and she uses her middle finger to blow him a kiss. 

	“Did we miss anything?” Noah asks as she walks back into the room. Belle goes to move Cadence’s seat and she’s caught off guard when the seat won’t move. Looking under it, she notices it’s latched in. 

	“I’m pretty sure I can say you didn’t miss anything. Hell, I don’t think I would have known about half of this stuff.” 

	“Us, either,” Wyatt adds. “Noah is so analytical when he researches things. I wouldn’t be surprised if he learned his best bedroom moves from a step-by-step internet guide.” 

	“Shut up, Wyatt, you’re just jealous Susie French popped my cherry instead of yours.” 

	Susie French sounds like a whore. 

	“Oh man, Susie French. Now that’s a name I haven’t heard in a long time. She was smoking hot. Why she picked Noah over me I’ll never understand.” 

	“Dude, why would I want her instead of Anna? And damn, Sawyer, do you have amnesia or what? You were banging Susie’s best friend … what was her name?” 

	“Lola Martindale, and she was as hot as Susie,” Darren adds. 

	“Susie French, huh?” I say quietly to Noah. 

	“Well, you know, we can’t all lose our virginity to pop royalty.” 

	“Touché, Mr. Weston.” 

	“Besides, all of that is behind us. No more Susie or Eli. Just me and you.” Noah kisses my neck, and Darren groans. 

	“Not in front of my kid.” 

	Darren shoots daggers at Sawyer when he starts laughing. “Darren, we have luxury buses but they’re still not huge. Are you not going to fuck in the room with your kid? Because if not, you’re going to have to start scheduling babysitters so you can get laid.” 

	I wish I had a picture of Darren’s face right now. The sheer look of horror at the thought of having sex with Cadence in the room is probably his first official parental challenge. I’m sure he’ll figure it out. 

	“How about we change the subject? Mel and I picked a name for the baby,” Noah tells them. 

	“This is a subject I can get on board with,” Warren replies, finally joining in the conversation. 

	“Yes! What is Cadence’s future husband’s name?” Belle asks excitedly. 

	“You tell them,” I tell Noah, knowing this is one of those important moments for him. 

	“His name is Nathaniel. It means ‘Gift of God.’” 

	“That’s awesome. I like it a lot,” Sawyer says, nodding. 

	“Little Nate, that’s the shit,” Wyatt says. 

	“Cadence and Nathaniel. It already has a ring to it,” Belle adds, earning another groan from Darren. 

	“You’re going to put me in an early grave, woman. Let’s get her into high school before talking about dating.” 

	“Fine, we’ll put it on hold for now. Actually, we have something else to talk about before we take off,” Belle replies, looking directly at me and Noah. “That baby bump is getting big. You guys need to announce your pregnancy.” 

	“Pot calling kettle much?” I toss back at her. 

	“That’s why you should listen to me. I caught hell for that, and I’m lucky I still have my job. Slammed is supposed to get the exclusives, and anyone seeing you walk down the street who is paying two bits of attention is going to notice you rocking that bump. In two weeks, you’re going to be five months along, it’s time to spill the beans.” 

	“She’s right, Mel,” Noah says against my ear. “We could release our first family photo. Just not the gender. It would be cute and the fans would eat it up. Maybe it will ease some of the haters, too.” 

	“The haters will hate me even more, but I can handle that. Go ahead and announce it. Vague details, baby is due later this year, family photo, obviously we’re thrilled with the news. Scroll in on the photo, if there’s any identifying info on there at all … name, date, etc., edit it out.” 

	With a worried bite to her lip, Belle replies. “Are you mad at me?” 

	“No, I’m not mad at you. I was being ridiculous thinking I could fly under the radar longer. After the book signing in Chicago, when I thought someone saw Noah kiss my stomach, I’ve been on edge. At least now it will be out in the open.” 

	“That’s the spirit! Don’t worry, I’ll make the post super cute and super vague. I’ll send it to you to proof in a few minutes and then I don’t have to work again until my next BAD update.” 

	I kiss Belle and Cadence goodbye and Noah, Sawyer, and I make our way to our bus. At least now I’ll have Belle with me. Maybe I’ll interview her for the book; she’s a huge part of all of this now. Not only as Darren’s future wife and mother of his child but also as the lead reporter for this whole tour. It could be a great angle. 

	“Hey, Luther, how’s it hanging?” Sawyer asks the bus driver as we all load on the bus. 

	“Doing good. Ready to get on the road and see some action.” 

	“Sounds good. I’ll come up and talk with you later after I get a nap.” 

	Noah and I exchange greetings with Luther and follow Sawyer inside. I haven’t had a chance to interview him yet. Maybe I’ll do that this week. Sawyer is always up here talking to one of them during the day when he has free time. I wonder if he’s always done it or if he does it now because Noah is occupied by me. 

	“Has Sawyer always taken time to sit with the drivers, or is that new?” 

	“Nope, not new, he always has. I used to try, but there’s something about the curve of that front window that gives me motion sickness. Instead, I do my catching up when the buses are stopped. Sawyer loves to watch the world fly by. There’s something about the open road in front of him that calms him.” 

	“Yeah, I’ve noticed that in the mornings. It’s always been my habit to drink coffee and watch the scenery. I was surprised when I first got on the bus he had the same habit.” 

	Noah leans back onto the couch and looks up at me. “Why do you have that habit? Sawyer’s always been an early bird, but what about you?” 

	“Well, my dad wrote “Mellie Sunshine” for me, but the nickname actually came from me being an early riser. He said even as an infant I was always up with the sun, as if I knew not a second of the day should be wasted. He used to get up in the morning and sing, and there was nothing I loved more than sitting with him in the mornings while he was being creative.” 

	“You loved him a lot but you hardly talk about them. Maybe now it will be easier to let the bad memories go and focus on the good ones.” 

	Maybe he’s right. “He would have liked you a lot. You’re exactly what he always wanted for me.” 

	“How do you know?” 

	“He used to tell me to find a man who valued me more than his passion in life. He said that’s where he messed up with my mom. He thought he could balance both of his true loves equally, but he was never able to find the balance. You’ve never seemed to have an issue finding balance, Noah.” 

	Noah pulls me to him and kisses my belly, then stands up and pulls me in for a kiss. “That’s because you are my passion, Mel. And you always will be.” 

	With every word from his mouth, every kiss from his lips, and every thoughtful thing he does for me, Noah has more than made me fall in love with him. He’s taken the girl who wrote a romance novel—the same girl who doesn’t believe in fairy tales—and given her one of her very own. I’m in so much trouble and I couldn’t be happier about it. 
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	Belle’s Baby Announcements

	Slammers! 

	It’s your girl Belle and do I have NEWS! 

	First of all, let’s give a big Congratulations to Darren Miller (and me) on the birth of our new baby daughter. Cadence Miller was born on April 11th and she’s perfect in every single way. We’re not ready to show her off to the world just yet, but you can catch a glimpse of her in the photo down below. With her fingers wrapped around Darren’s, she’s already got daddy in her tight little grasp. 

	And more breaking BAD news. Hold on to your hearts, ladies, because this one is a doozy. Noah Weston and Amelia Greyson are also expecting their first bundle of joy later this year. The duo couldn’t be happier and it shows in their very first family photo below. Could they be any cuter? 

	There’s only one bachelor of BAD left, ladies. Who’s going to be the lucky girl to grab Sawyer Weston’s heart? You never know, it could be any one of you. Sawyer says he’s happy to be single, but I don’t know, ladies, I feel like that’s a challenge. Anyone want to help me prove him wrong? 

	Just kidding, even I don’t have those kinds of superpowers. Sawyer will pick his leading lady when he’s good and ready. Sawyer may be picky for a reason; this BAD boy has a heart of gold. I should know … I’ve recently seen him coo at a newborn baby girl and it was all that and a bag of chips. 

	My love to you all. Until next time. 

	Live today like there’s no tomorrow.

	Xs and Os, 

	Belle
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	Unexpected Surprise

	It’s been a little over a month since Cadence and Belle came on tour with us and everyone seems happier. Who knew having a baby around was like a constant anti-depressant? Belle was able to recover easily with so much help, and Cadence is the best baby. Granted, I’ve never been around babies, but I’m spending a lot of time with her so I can learn fast. She rarely ever cries and if she does, there’s a purpose behind it. 

	The guys have taken to rehearsing on Darren’s bus because Cadence seems to love the sound of the guitars; she just sits in her bouncer and stares, wide-eyed. She has these expressive brown eyes that seem to be getting lighter by the day and the curliest dark-black hair. Unfortunately, Darren’s parents haven’t been able to come see her yet. Darren’s dad had the flu when she was born, then his mom got it, and they couldn’t get time off after missing work. They were going to come last weekend but we were traveling, so they’re hoping to come next weekend. At least with technology, all the grandparents have been able to see her via video calls whenever they want to. 

	“Mel!” Noah calls out excitedly. I’ve been in the bedroom napping. I’m six months along now and my stomach is a big round basketball. I’ll never admit it to Noah, but I’m so fucking glad he put this bar in. His foresight there was a blessing in disguise. “Babe, how fast can you pack a bag?” 

	“Why? Where are we going?” We’re supposed to be on our way to Kansas for their shows this week. 

	“I was thinking Vegas so we can get married,” Noah announces proudly. 

	“What about your shows? I don’t have a ring for you, or a dress or anything.” My panicked voice brings a soft smile to his lips as he sits next to me. 

	“Slow down, one problem at a time. Sadly, the area we were playing in was severely affected by tornadoes that touched down there this morning. We’re moving the shows to the end of the tour and the band has already made a donation to the town’s disaster relief fund.” 

	“That’s awful. I hope everyone is okay.” 

	“Me, too. There were a few fatalities, we’ve been talking about doing a benefit show with some other bands who were supposed to play here. Warren is working on coordinating it. That would bring in a lot of money.” 

	They should have called themselves PAK—Philanthropic and Kind. Bastards and Dangerous only suits their physical image, but not them as people—not at all. 

	“Belle and Darren are flying home on a private plane with Cadence to see Darren’s parents so they can keep her off a commercial flight. Sawyer, Wyatt, and Warren are all going with them, and so is Ryan. Mac agreed to come to Vegas with us and be our witness if you’re on board.” 

	“Really? Just the two of us and Mac?” My racing heart must be noticeable to the baby. I’ve been feeling him kick a lot lately but last night, when Noah was on the other bus, I could actually see my belly move. Like it is right now. “Noah, look!” 

	His eyes immediately go to my belly and he lifts my shirt. “This is the coolest thing I’ve ever seen. Hey, Nate, do you want your mommy and daddy to get married tomorrow?” 

	“Ugh … I’ve never felt him kick that hard.” It’s like he knew exactly what Noah said and is putting his two cents in. 

	“That’s my boy,” Noah cheers him on, and he kicks again. I absolutely love the feeling. 

	Whenever the baby is active, Noah sings to him; right now is no different. As he sings a lullaby, Nate keeps on swimming around in there. He must have gotten my appreciation for his daddy’s voice. 

	After he finishes singing, he looks back up at me. “What do you say? Will you do me the absolute honor of becoming my wife?” 

	“Of course I will, but what about a ring, and a dress, and …” 

	“Shh … It’s okay, Mel, one thing at a time. We’ll get a ring when we get there. Vegas probably has more jewelry stores than anywhere and we won’t stop until we find whatever it is you want me to wear.” 

	“I want you to wear what you like, Noah, not what I like.” 

	“Perfect,” he says with a beaming smile, “because I’d really like a simple platinum band and we can find that anywhere.” 

	“Okay, that’s the easy part.” 

	“It’s all easy. The two of us are in this together, right?” With his fingers laced through mine, he squeezes my hand. I’ve realized he does this to calm me down when I’m stressed. 

	“Right.” 

	“Good. Do you want a dress and the whole shebang? Or do you want to keep it simple and wear whatever is comfortable?” 

	I’ve never even pictured myself in a wedding dress and since this is about me and Noah and our love, there’s no reason not to keep it simple. “You answer that first. What do you want?” If he wants to see me in a dress, I’ll put one on to make him happy. 

	“As long as you’re at the altar saying yes, I’d even go naked, Mel. It truly doesn’t make a difference to me.” 

	“Good, because a dress makes it feel even more like the whole cliché pregnant bride thing, and since it’s only us, there’s no need. I can find something slinky, white, and sexy for the reception if you want.” 

	Noah lowers my hand to his cock; he’s rock hard. “I think you have your answer to that question.” 

	And now I’m horny. I’d heard your sex drive while pregnant was enhanced but damn, I had no idea it was like this. 

	“When do we have to leave?” I ask, attempting to take off his shirt. 

	“In the next thirty minutes. There’s a shared private charter leaving for Vegas in less than two hours and I booked the last three seats.” He pulls me off the bed and kisses me deeply. 

	“If it was a sure thing from the start, why even ask?” 

	“We’re a partnership, Mel. I may think I know what you want, but you’ll always have the final say.” I kiss him again, even though I’d rather be tearing his clothes off. 

	“Noah?” 

	“Yes, Mel?” 

	“Can we have cake?” 

	“You want a cake?” he asks with a knowing smile. 

	“Um … yeah. I mean, who gets married without a cake? Wouldn’t that be sacrilegious or bad karma or something?” 

	“You know what? I’m sure it probably is. What kind of cake do you want? I’ll make it happen.” 

	“Maybe you shouldn’t give me a choice because right now they all sound good. Chocolate with banana, chocolate with raspberry, vanilla with champagne, lemon with raspberry mousse. Noah, make it stop. I’m going to be so fat.” Groaning, I look at Noah with pleading eyes. 

	He grabs my ass and pulls me as close as he can with this belly between us. “You aren’t going to be fat. You still work out every day, but even if you do get fat, so what? You’re having a baby, Mel. It’s a good reason to gain weight and it will come off after the baby.” 

	“What if it doesn’t?” 

	“Then it doesn’t. I love you, Mel, and it doesn’t matter what you look like, that will never change. The vows we’re going to exchange tomorrow pretty much mandate that. Are you going to love me if I go bald?” 

	“Of course, but …” 

	“Nope, I’m not done. What if I start rocking a dad bod? I hear they’re all the rage right now.” 

	“You’d still be hot, even with a dad bod.” 

	“Damn straight I would. So stop worrying about your appearance. I love your heart, your mind, and your soul. And your body, to an extent, but your body isn’t who you are, it’s what you live in. Now, pack or we’re going to be late. I’ll work on the cake and surprise you.” 

	He puts the suitcases on the bed and starts packing his clothes. “How long are we going to be gone?” 

	“We get a whole week, Mel. We’ll just meet up with the buses in Oklahoma.” 

	“What are you telling everyone? They’re going to know something is up.” My stomach clenches and rolls with even the thought of Noah lying to his family.  

	“I told them I was going to steal you away for a private vacation since it’s the only chance we’ll get for one before the baby comes.” 

	“And, of course, because it came from you they fell for it hook, line, and sinker.” 

	He zips up his suitcase and begins tossing stuff in mine. Guess I’m not moving fast enough. 

	“It wasn’t a lie. We are going on a vacation, and it is the last one we’re going to get alone before the baby comes. I just left out one important detail. Mac would have come with us regardless.” 

	“You’re slick, Weston.” 

	“And you’re slow, Greyson, get a move on.” 
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	It only took us two hours to get to Vegas and now I’m stretched out on the bed in our suite at The Aria while Noah runs errands. Because Mac is a good sport, Noah got him a suite as well, with instructions to enjoy his trip. Other than today and tomorrow, Noah told him we probably won’t need him much. 

	On the way here we talked about splitting the trip between Vegas and somewhere tropical for a few days, but the last thing I want to do is lounge on a beach, pregnant, so the paparazzi can post unflattering pictures of me everywhere. It wouldn’t matter if I were the sexiest pregnant person on the planet, they’d find a photo where I had a wedgie or something and post that one. 

	The only thing I’m hoping for right now is that Noah is keeping a low profile while he’s out or the jig is going to be up fast. He knows what he’s doing, though. 

	The next thing I know, I wake up with Noah curled against me. His arm is wrapped around my belly, his unique Noah scent filling my senses. The security I feel in his arms is indescribable. 

	“You awake?” he asks softly. 

	I roll over so I can see him. “I’m awake. How long have you been back? You could have woken me up.” 

	“About a half hour, but I would never wake you up. I know you have a hard time getting comfortable on the bus lately and you’re sleeping for two.” 

	“Did you do everything you needed to?” 

	An excited gleam enters his eyes. “We have an appointment in the morning at the courthouse. I managed to get them to approve use of the back entrance and a private room so we can fill out the paperwork for the marriage license. Tony helped. He’s got a lawyer friend here who put me in contact with the right people.” 

	“So Tony knows we’re getting married?” 

	“Yes, but he’s a lawyer, Mel. He won’t say anything. He is flying in on Friday, though, and I’m going to have to spend a few hours with him. I have to sign off on my final statement because they decided to prosecute Sara’s friends as accomplices. You signed off on your statement after the accident, but I never did. I kept putting it off, remember?” 

	“Yeah. How do you feel about it?” 

	The sadness pours off him in waves. “I’m conflicted. I think they should face some consequences, but Sara most likely lied to them and they didn’t realize what was really going down. Tony says they have a good lawyer, so I’m hoping it won’t be too bad. I don’t remember all the charges, but Tony said they could be facing five years or more.” 

	“Will we have to testify?” 

	“Tony thinks they’ll get a good plea deal. I’m going to also write a personal statement requesting a plea for them. They lost their friend, and I think we’ve all suffered enough. It’s time to move on.”

	We both laugh when Nate kicks Noah’s hand. “I think Nate wants everyone to move on as well.” 

	“Oh, speaking of … grab your phone and check it.” 

	His excitement piques my curiosity, so I roll over to get my phone and then back again. When I see what he’s excited about, I bust up laughing. 

	After pushing a few buttons, his phone dings. “I’m not sure how that hadn’t happened already, but consider yourself my newest Facebook friend.” 

	While I’m at it, I pull up the one friend request I’ve ignored for a long time and accept it. Eli is now also my Facebook friend. Eli and I text often now, and he’s coming over for our big Fourth of July get together. Seems like he and Rory are really making a go of their new relationship, but they haven’t announced it to anyone yet. 

	“Now that you’re my official Facebook friend, I was hoping you won’t mind if I start making updates.” 

	I remember him talking about how sad he felt watching all his friends move on with their lives. Now he can have his own story to tell. The funny thing is his friends probably would have been excited to see all Noah’s music stuff. Knowing Noah, he probably never posted much because, even though it’s his life, he’d feel like he was bragging. 

	“You can do whatever you want as long as Belle gets her exclusives first.” 

	“Yup, she’ll get to go first but within seconds of her posting to Slammed, I can post to my page. My first post is going up now.” 

	My phone dings with a new notification. He tagged me in our first family photo, and his post is so completely Noah. 

	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

	“That is so sweet, Noah. What’s your second post going to be?” 

	“Our wedding picture, tomorrow night, seconds after Belle posts it to her blog. We’re going to have some tough calls to make tomorrow night, but it’s worth it for what I’m getting in return.” 

	His excitement, his willingness to make all of this happen for me—the way I want—is too much to handle. As worried as I am about Sawyer, his twin missing his wedding is even worse. 

	“What is the plan tomorrow?” 

	He grins. “We have our appointment in the morning, and don’t be mad, but I got a ring today while I was out. You said I could pick it and I knew you were tired.” 

	“I’m not mad.” 

	“Good. Tomorrow at four we’re getting married at the chapel downstairs. I thought about doing something off the strip but doing it here leaves less chances of us being discovered.” 

	Perfect. It might take a miracle for me to get everyone here … but if I can, the rest will be easy.  

	“Would you be mad at me if I said I changed my mind?” 

	With wide eyes, he chokes out his reply, “Changed your mind about what?” 

	“I can’t picture marrying you in regular clothes. You can probably order a suit from any shop downstairs. What do you think the odds are of getting a cute, white maternity wedding dress? Nothing poofy or long, just short and sweet?” 

	He jumps up out of bed and grabs my computer. “I’m pretty sure those odds are fucking fantastic. Do you know how many pregnant chicks get married in Vegas every day? Probably more than anywhere else in the world.” 

	As his fingers fly quickly across the keyboard, I want to smack myself. How I ever thought it would be okay to take this away from him, I’ll never know. Within minutes he has a local boutique pulled up and a page full of options for me. 

	“What do you think about this one?” I ask, pointing to a dress that is everything I just described. 

	“I think you’ll look beautiful. Is this the one?” I nod. He picks up the phone and calls the shop to be sure they have it in stock and asks them to hold it for him. Well … for Mac; nothing ever goes in their names. Then he does a search and finds out there’s a suit shop adjacent to the dress shop. 

	“Did you order the cake?” I ask when he closes the computer. 

	“A few of them, in all the requested flavors.” He’s beaming. I’m beginning to think making people happy is some kind of addiction for him. 

	“What are we going to do with all the leftovers?” 

	“I figured we could box them up for a shelter or something. Or you can eat every single one and exhaust any cravings you have.” 

	“Sounds perfect. Whatever my big ass doesn’t eat, we’ll donate.” 

	Within minutes, he’s off again with Mac to pick up the clothes, and I suck up my pride and call Sawyer. 

	“Hey, Mel, sick of my brother already?” he quips, but he’s not going to be laughing in a few minutes; he’s going to be pissed. 

	“Not quite. Sawyer, I need your help. I really messed up.” 

	“What can I do, Mel? Anything you need.” His words crumble my heart. 

	“Here’s the thing. Noah and I are getting married tomorrow.” I suck in a breath and wait for his response. 

	“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.” I hear a door close and Sawyer exhales. 

	“Do you hate me so much that you don’t want me at your wedding because of what I said?” he asks softly. 

	“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.” 

	My words are met with silence, but he eventually speaks. “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.” 

	His emotional words tear at my soul, and I start crying. “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.” 

	“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.” 

	For the next few minutes, we go over all the details. I’m supposed to text him a photo of what Noah bought to wear so he can match it as close as possible and be his best man. I’m going to work out a plan with Mac to get everyone in the chapel before Noah and I go down to get married. 

	When we hang up, I call Belle. 

	“Amelia Greyson, I can’t believe you would be so stupid to think you could do this without me there. I understand why you did it, though, so I forgive you.” 

	“Thanks, Belle. So you’ll come?” 

	“You couldn’t keep me away now if you tried. I’m not thrilled bringing Cadence into a casino with all the smoke, but we’ll make it a quick overnight trip and spend most of the time in the room. It will be fine.” 

	I’m so relieved. When I told Belle about what happened with Sawyer and me, she hugged me and told me to forget about it and reminded me that people make mistakes. I’m reminding myself of that now and am glad I realized it before it turned into a bigger one. “Thanks for having my back in all of this, Belle. I know I’m a mess.” 

	“I’ve always got your back, that’s what sisters do. And you’re not a mess, you’re just in fucked up hormone land. It will get better, I promise. I almost feel like new again. But I’m going to let you go and go help Sawyer. I’m sure he’s got a lot on his plate I can probably help with.” 

	“Good, and I know it goes without saying, but this needs to be a complete surprise to Noah. Remind Sawyer to make sure no one updates any social media with any clues they might be going to Vegas or anything. As far as Noah knows, it’s just us until he sees all of you in the chapel.” 

	“Got it. See you tomorrow!” 

	I feel lighter than I’ve felt since New York. Everything is going to work out fine.
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	I Do

	The Las Vegas Courthouse is a crazy busy place. If Noah wouldn’t have made alternate arrangements, we would have been seen in seconds. They were extremely accommodating and got us in and out in less than fifteen minutes. 

	We spent the rest of the morning and afternoon together in the room. We ate, shopped online for some baby things, made love, ate lunch, had sex in the shower, and then it was suddenly time to get ready. 

	Sawyer has been emailing me updates on the off-chance Noah sees my text messages. Everyone is here; they got in this morning around two so they could sneak into the hotel unseen. I don’t know how he managed it, but he did; I owe him big time. 

	My hands tremble as I try to fasten the diamond tennis bracelet my parents gave me. Noah’s steady hands calm mine and he clasps it for me. “They’re looking down on you today, you know that, right?” 

	“I hope that’s true.” 

	“You look beautiful. I’m glad you changed your mind. I didn’t think the clothes mattered, but this feels more special somehow.” He’s melancholy, but he’s putting on a brave face. Wait until we get downstairs—he’s going to be thrilled. 

	“You’re looking pretty handsome yourself.” 

	He went with a black suit and red tie and looks even more handsome than he did the first night we had sex at The Hard Rock.

	“Where did you go? You kind of zoned out there for a minute.” 

	Leaning over, I kiss his perfect lips. “I was thinking about the suit you wore the first night we had sex. Funny, that was our first Vegas trip.” 

	He kisses the top of my hand and laces our fingers together. “One of the best nights of my life, and this is going to top it. Are you ready?” 

	“I’m ready.” 

	Mac is waiting outside the door and greets us with a smile. Mac’s smiles are rare since he’s paid to look intimidating. The hotel gave him alternate directions to the chapel to greatly reduce our chances of being seen. At this point, it doesn’t matter other than Belle will lose the first notification; she’ll still scoop them all with inside photos. But since Noah doesn’t know this, I keep quiet. 

	Pausing for a minute outside the chapel, I tug on his hand. “Are you okay?” he asks. 

	“I’m fine. I hope you know how much I love you, Noah.” For some reason, I need him to hear that before we go inside. Residual nerves, I suppose. 

	“And I love you, Mel, but I’m excited so let’s go inside.” 

	Mac follows the plan and ushers us in quickly like someone was trying to follow us in so he could take Noah’s attention away from the people inside until the doors are closed. Once they are, everyone stands with smiling faces. 

	“You did this? When? Why?” he asks as he cups my face, kissing me fiercely. 

	“That was a good kiss, Uncle Noah!” Saylor calls out, and we laugh. 

	“That’s why. Because when I saw how excited you were to share our wedding photo to Facebook, I knew I couldn’t take this away from you … from us. This is a moment to be shared and remembered forever.” 

	The happiness on his face is identical to how he looked when he found out he was going to be a dad. “And how?” 

	“Sawyer. I called him and let him chew me out a bit. Then I called Belle, and she chewed me out some more. Then they fixed my mess and here we are.” 

	“This is the best wedding gift ever,” he says, kissing me again. 

	“Alright, enough with that,” Belle calls out. “You’ve got wedding party logistics to work out.” 

	I had Belle bring a bouquet for her and flower petals for Saylor and Emme. Diane got them little flower girl dresses and they were supposed to be practicing down here. 

	“I’ve got two adorable flower girls and Belle,” I tell him. 

	“And you’ve got me,” Eli says, coming up to the two of us. 

	“You’re going to be a bridesmaid?” 

	“No, Mel. I’m going to walk you down the aisle if you’ll let me. Once upon a time, your dad gave me permission to marry you. I think he’d be okay with me giving you to who you really belong to, don’t you?” 

	As my eyes fill with tears, Noah reaches out and pulls Eli into a hug, at which point I choke on a sob. 

	“Nope, none of that. Stop it right now. No crying on your wedding day!” Belle calls out as she pulls Cadence out of her car seat and walks over to us. She’s wearing the cutest fancy dress. 

	“Yes, Eli, I’d love that. Thank you.” 

	“Sawyer, Jordan, Darren, Wyatt, you know where to stand. We’ve done this once already,” Noah calls out, and they all fall in line. 

	A few minutes later, the music is playing, the photographer’s flash is flashing, and the flower girls are making their way down the aisle. The chapel is set up with video so this is all being recorded. It’s perfect. Belle goes next, and it’s just me and Eli left. He squeezes my arm and we’re off. And the funny thing is, after all my hesitation, I’m not the least bit nervous or scared. This is where I’m supposed to be and who I’m supposed to be with. I couldn’t be happier. 

	Most of my favorite people are lined up in front of me, and the rest of my favorite people are witnessing this beautiful day. But when Noah’s tear-streaked face meets mine, I lose all conscious thought; he is my only focus. 

	He says his vows, and I say mine. Even though I’m aware of them and I mean every single, word more than I’ve meant any other words I’ve ever said, I don’t hear them. I’m in this time lock where it’s only Noah and me and our love. 

	If everyone feels like this on their wedding day, why would anyone get divorced? 

	We exchange rings; it feels so good to put his ring on. I still haven’t seen my wedding band, but my eyes can’t focus on anything but him. All I see is sparkle; I hope that’s a positive metaphor for our future. 

	When the chaplain pronounces us husband and wife, Noah looks up quickly and says, “Close your eyes, Saylor,” before devouring my mouth with his. I feel like I should be embarrassed and we should come up for air, but this kiss is the most powerful magic I’ve ever felt; I don’t want to let it go. 

	When Noah finally pries his lips from mine, we’re wearing matching smiles. Everyone is clapping, and he pulls me in for a hug. “I love you so much, Mrs. Weston.” 

	Hearing him call me that sends chills through my body—the good kind. 

	“I love you so much, Mr. Weston.” I observe the blush creep through his cheeks. He’s just as turned on as I am. 

	“If I can have everyone’s attention for a moment,” Sawyer calls out to the room, and all eyes turn to him. “Thank you. I just wanted to tell you the fun doesn’t end here. After Mel called last night, Belle and I decided it wouldn’t be a wedding without a reception. If everyone will head out to the steakhouse, it’s reserved for us for the night.” 

	“That is so sweet, but I hope he didn’t order any cakes.” 

	Noah laughs at my joke and puts his arm around my waist. Sawyer effectively got everyone moving, so we follow them all out. When we get to the steakhouse, Belle pulls me and Noah aside for a second. 

	“We’re in a casino … this is going to be breaking news in two point five seconds. I’m your best friend, but I need to post this first. I wrote it before the wedding and attached a picture. All you need to do is say okay.” 
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	Slammers!

	It’s your girl Belle here and I’ve got major breaking news! Lift your glasses high and join me in toasting the newlyweds. Noah Weston and Amelia Weston (formerly Greyson) just got married! 

	I know hearts are breaking all over the world that it’s all become officially official, but follow Eli Watts’ lead and put on a happy face. That’s right, ladies, you heard me. Mel’s former flame, Eli Watts, was not only in attendance … he gave the bride away. If Eli can be happy for Mel and Noah, so can you. 

	The small, intimate ceremony was attended by family and the closest of friends and just narrowly at that. The bride and groom thought they could sneak off and elope but with careful consideration, the bride changed her mind and flew in their nearest and dearest to surprise her groom. The Weston family bond is strong and is now one family member bigger. For your first glimpse at the married couple, check out the steamy wedding kiss photo below. 

	Congratulations, Mel and Noah. No one deserves happiness more than the two of you. 

	Be sure to follow Noah and Mel’s lead – Live today like there’s no tomorrow. 

	Xs and Os

	Belle

	 

	“It’s perfect, Belle. Post it and then forward me that picture so I can post it on my Facebook.” 

	“Not so fast, Weston. If you don’t add me as your Facebook friend right this instant, you don’t get the picture. This guy had a Facebook and no one told me?” 

	“Don’t look at me, I just got a friend request yesterday.” 

	Eli comes up and kisses me on the cheek. “Well, I’ve been in Facebook purgatory for years, but someone finally accepted my friend request yesterday.” 

	“Done. Sent a request to you, Belle. Eli, too. What you did for us today was a class act, and I’ll never forget it. Besides, Rory hasn’t taken her eyes off you so far.” Eli looks uncomfortable, and Noah chuckles. “Your secret is safe with me. Mel cushioned that blow months ago.” 

	Eli’s eyes dart to mine. “Sorry, but he guessed, and I wasn’t going to lie,” I say with a shrug. 

	“Uncle Noah!” Saylor cries out, running into his arms. 

	“Hey, ladybug, thank you for coming to my wedding and wearing such a pretty dress. You dropped those flower petals like a pro.” 

	She nods excitedly. “I know. We practiced a lot while we were waiting for you. My mommy says that Mel’s my aunt now. Do I get to call you Auntie Mel?” 

	“If you want to you can.”

	“Yes. Now I have two aunts and two uncles. Are we going to have cake?” 

	Noah laughs. “Oh yeah. Auntie Mel was having a cake craving. We’re going to have lots and lots of cake.” 

	“You already ordered cake?” Sawyer asks, coming up and putting his arm around Noah. “Shit, so did I. A big one, too.” 

	“Looks like some shelter will get cake after all.” I focus on the two brothers in front of me and how happy and handsome they both look tonight. 

	Karen taps me on the shoulder. Turning around to face her, I’m a bit worried she’s going to be upset with me, but she takes the opportunity to pull me into a massive hug. “Now that you’re officially my newest daughter, you get a proper Weston hug whether you’re ready for it or not.” 

	I’m ready for it this time and hug her the way she deserves. When she releases me, her hands immediately go to my belly. “He’s going to be here soon, our first grandson.” 

	While Noah and Sawyer are talking to Owen, Karen pulls me aside. “Thank you for changing your mind and letting us all come.” 

	Of course she knows Noah would have never kept them away. “Karen, it wasn’t about you guys. I hope you don’t think that. It’s just today, all I have of my parents is this jewelry I’m wearing. I wasn’t sure if I could handle it.” 

	She places her hand on my heart and blinks back her own tears. “Amelia, what you have of your parents is right here. You have their love, and they must have loved you something fierce for you to be the woman you are today. I couldn’t have picked anyone better for Noah, and I’m so proud to have you in our family. I’m sorry they’re gone, but Owen and I will be happy to fill in for them whenever we can.” 

	The reality of what else I’ve gained from marrying Noah hits me. Not only did I get a husband, and a new last name, but I got a family full of loving and accepting people. “Thank you. Thank you so much, Karen.” This time I pull her in for a hug—the first of many, I’m sure. 

	[image: Image]

	The night is filled with toast after toast, laughter, tears, and family. Listening to the speeches the guys gave about Noah had us all in stitches, but they are stories told with lots of love. Now it’s Sawyer’s turn, and the butterflies in my belly take flight. 

	“Yesterday, when Mel called to tell me what was happening, I lost the ability to breathe. When I heard the words ‘we’re getting married’ it was like my heart stopped beating. I was sad, and angry, and couldn’t understand how my twin brother was getting married and I wasn’t going to be there. 

	“Noah and I have always been thicker than thieves. Sure, we’ve had our independent friendships, but my big brother has always been my best friend. In the last year or so there was this rift between us that seems to have resolved in the last few months. It was a rift neither of us could really put a finger on exactly why it existed. I think it goes back to Noah wanting his life back and us announcing our retirement. That’s where I can say I first felt a change. 

	“You see, unlike Noah, I’m unsure what comes next. I’ve got no idea what I want to do or how I’ll get there. It’s scary. But before Noah ever met Mel, he knew what he wanted in life. He’s known since we were kids. Noah is a family man. 

	“It’s been eight months since Mel climbed aboard our bus, ten since the night she called me out on my shit.” 

	Everyone laughs at his memory, but he continues. 

	“In that time, I’ve never seen Noah happier. Ever. Noah has always believed in fate, and some of us have been skeptical, to say the least. But looking at Noah and Mel, there’s nothing I believe more. Fate brought them together for a reason. Maybe it’s because Mel needed a family, or maybe it’s because our family desperately needed Mel.

	“Whatever the reason, Noah has made me a believer. Love, marriage, kids …those have never been my goals in life. Living each moment to the fullest is all I’ve ever done. Noah, you guys make me want it all. I’m so proud of you for catching your dream and making it a reality. In two short months we’re going to meet the next generation of Weston men. We’ve already got the women and they’re a force to be reckoned with. I’d expect nothing less from Noah’s son. Hopefully, someday in the not-too-distant future, my son will be playing with yours. I can’t imagine our kids not growing up together like we did. 

	“Mel, welcome to the family. We all love you and are immensely proud to call you a Weston. Congratulations to you both!” 

	By the time Sawyer finishes his speech, I’m crying buckets. Everyone is just smiling at me like it’s the most adorable thing they’ve ever seen. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Veronica nudge Belle, who stands up to make a toast of her own. 

	“Mel and I have been best friends since we were little girls. We quickly adopted each other as sisters because we didn’t have any siblings and we loved each other something fierce. Over the years, I’ve seen Mel go through a lot of heartache. She’s lost every single family member she ever had, all within a few short years of each other. Mama and I swore we’d never let her feel like she was alone in this world, and we’ve kept our word. 

	“Mel is my sister in every sense of the word, so that means you are all my family now, too, like it or not.” 

	They’re all laughing with her; everyone already loves Belle and she knows it. 

	“Mel and I make each other face the hard truths. When I got pregnant with Cadence, she and Noah made me suck it up and tell Darren right away. And when Mel fell in love with Noah, I made her do the same. You see, for some of us, loving people and accepting their love comes as easily as breathing. And to people like Mel, it’s the scariest thing in the world to allow love into your heart. When you’ve suffered as much loss as she has, it’s easier to lock your heart up and throw away the key. 

	“That’s where Noah came in. He didn’t come on strong, he didn’t try to woo her, nope. Noah’s slick like that … he tried to be her friend. Can you imagine? I knew my man Noah had a long-term game planned the first night he laid eyes on Mel. It was like he could see right into her soul. But Mel never saw it coming until it was too late. Mel fell in love with her new best friend. 

	“Relationships worth anything have to have an element of friendship. Some start with chemistry, like me and Darren, and some start with a slow, simmering burn, like Noah and Mel. You see, in all my years as Mel’s best friend, she’s never really talked about marriage or family, and now she’s got both. Noah took every one of her fears and extinguished them with his love, one heartbeat at a time. 

	“Noah, Mel, I’ve told you before but I’m going to say it again. You two are good together, you keep that shit up. Keep living each day like there’s no tomorrow. I love you guys. Now hurry up and bring Cadence her future husband. Cheers!” 

	There was no point in trying to stop crying after Sawyer’s speech because Belle just made me a blubbering mess. 

	“Shh, baby, it’s okay. Everyone just loves you a whole hell of a lot. Including me.” Noah’s husky words caress my soul as he wipes away my tears. “Dance with me, Mel, and then we’ll have cake and that will make all your tears go away.” 

	No rock star wedding would be complete without a DJ, and Sawyer didn’t disappoint. Earlier, I saw Noah and the DJ with their heads together and figured he had some sort of surprise up his sleeve. He extends his hand to me and guides me to the makeshift dance floor. “Sad Song” by We the Kings begins to play. I know some people would think it’s odd, but I can’t think of a more perfect wedding song for us. I’ve surrendered all of my fears to Noah, accepting his love in exchange. 

	After our dance, Noah leads me to the cake table. We cut the first cake and let Saylor come help us cut up the rest. Karen takes over once she sees Saylor’s excitement, playfully admonishing me as she ushers us away. “No cake cutting in the dress.” 

	Noah, already showing his true colors as an adoring husband, makes sure to bring some of each flavor to me. There’s no way I can eat this much cake, but a bite of each is a distinct possibility. 

	Saylor and Emme are the first back to the dance floor and they’re having a blast. Soon everyone is up joining them, including Noah and me. The two of us spend some time making sure to dance with everyone who wants one. By the time it’s my turn for a spin around the floor with Darren, I have a very important question to ask him. 

	“How’s he doing? The truth, please.” 

	“Good, Mel, he’s really okay. After Disney World, it all seemed like water under the bridge. I’m not sure, but maybe it was the rift more than you.” Neither of us believe that, but if that’s his story I can stick with it. “You made the right call last night. They both needed this.” 

	“I’m so glad I realized it in time. I couldn’t imagine it any other way.”

	“Time to give my wife back, Miller,” Noah says, butting in, and Darren releases me with a smile. 

	“Miss me already?” 

	Noah pulls me close, singing a few bars of “You Got What I Need” by Joshua Radin in my ear. This is one of the songs on the EP he made me. “I miss you whenever you’re not in my arms, Mrs. Weston.” 

	“Right back at you, Mr. Weston,” I reply, resting my head against his shoulder. 

	“Would it be rude to bail on our own wedding?” he asks wistfully. 

	“After all the hard work it took getting them all here?” I lift my lips to his and break away with a smile. “No, I don’t think it would be rude. We did all the stuff we’re required to, I think. Ask them. I’m sure they’ll be honest with you if leaving would be offensive.” 

	“Hey, everyone!” Noah calls out, making me giggle. This isn’t what I meant, but he took me at my word. “Anyone care if Mel and I head out and get a head start on our extremely short honeymoon?” 

	“Man, I’ve been sitting here for at least thirty minutes wondering why the hell you’re still here,” Wyatt yells back. 

	“Right? I thought they would have bailed as soon as Mel got her cake,” Sawyer quips. 

	“So, in other words, you don’t care. Great, meet us at the door if you want a hug because we’re leaving.” 

	“Oh, baby girl, I’m so proud of you! I know I’ll see you before, but you better not forget to call me when you go into labor. I’m not planning on missing another grandchild making their way into the world,” Veronica gushes and then releases me from the comfort of her arms.

	“You’ll be my first call, Mama, right behind Belle.” 

	Warren and Sam pull me into a group hug next. “You know,” Sam whispers conspiratorially, “I feel like a modern-day fairy godfather. My writer and Warren’s rock star are writing their own fairy tale ending.” 

	“See why I married him? He’s an incurable romantic.” Warren kisses me on the cheek and releases me. “See you in a few days, Mel. Have fun and enjoy every second … you only get one honeymoon.” 

	Rory pulls me into the next hug. “I feel like we didn’t get to talk at all, but I’m so happy to have you as my sister. We’ll catch up on Fourth of July, there’s so much to tell you.” 

	“It’s a date.” 

	“Get over here, Mel, and give me a hug before your husband swoops you off your feet.” I wrap my arms around Eli and hug him tightly. “Thank you for letting me be a part of your big day, Mel.” 

	“I wouldn’t have had it any other way. I love you, Eli.” 

	After making it through the line, Sawyer is last. He hugs me like a best friend, and I return it with equal force. “This was one of the best nights of my life. Thank you for letting me be here.” 

	“You are exactly where you belong, Sawyer. Thank you for making it perfect.” 

	“My two favorite people … Bring it in, bro,” Noah says to Sawyer and before I know it, I’m in a Weston brother hug sandwich. “I love you, Sawyer. Thank you for being my best man.” 

	“Love you, too, Noah. Go enjoy your vacation. I’ll see you back on the bus in a few days.” 

	With a final wave as we leave the restaurant, Mac escorts Noah and me back to the room while Ryan stays behind with the family. Once Mac clears the room, Noah sends him back to enjoy the party. Then he picks my pregnant butt up and carries me through the door and to our bed. 

	“Such a romantic, Mr. Weston.” 

	“Always for you, Mrs. Weston. Today was the best day of my life, Mel, and look at all the well wishes we got on my Facebook post.” 

	Noah’s sudden love for Facebook is really cute, and when I see his post I get teary-eyed. It’s Belle’s photo with a caption from Noah. 

	I married the absolute love of my life today. She completes me in places I never knew there was a void. Fate brought her to me but love keeps us tethered. She’s my one, my only, my Mrs. Weston. #MrandMrsWeston #BabyWestonComingSoon 

	“Your friends are happy for you. I’m glad, Noah, but I think it’s time to put the phone down. We’re both wearing entirely too many articles of clothing.” 

	Noah tosses the phone onto the table and turns me around to unzip my dress. “I couldn’t agree with you more, Mrs. Weston.” 

	We spent all night sharing our bodies, our love, and our hopes and dreams. It was as perfect as I can imagine any wedding night could possibly be. 

	 

	 


Amelia

	Present Day 

	I’m exhausted; for the second day in a row I’ve written the entire day. I forgot how therapeutic writing can be, but unlike a romance novel, this one is about our lives. Plus, I miss them. They only go away one weekend a year but I still feel isolated while they’re gone. 

	It’s more than that, though. I’m scared this time. What if I don’t have the right answer for him when he comes back? Will he leave me for good? I can’t imagine he would; if it were reversed, I’d never be able to make that impossible decision. 

	The sky is dark and you can’t see the moon through the clouds. It’s the perfect night for a fire and cuddling, but the only thing I get to cuddle with tonight is my computer. There’s a bottle of wine mocking me from the kitchen counter. I’ve been trying to write without liquid courage today, but it’s late and I’m lonely, and I think it’s just what the doctor ordered.

	When I reach the kitchen, there’s a knock at the door. It’s late, but whoever it is had to go through Ryan already, so I answer it. 

	“Mel! Sweetheart I’ve been calling you for hours. Are you okay?” Karen pulls me into a hug and releases me quickly so she can look me over. 

	“I’m fine, I’ve just been distracted. Actually, I’m about to have a glass of wine. Would you like to join me?” 

	With a smile, she removes her coat, “I’d love one.” 

	She follows me into the kitchen, where I pour us each a glass. “Come on, let’s go sit in the living room and we can talk.” 

	Her eyes roam across the boxes of notes, photos, and articles, before landing on my computer. “Looks like you’ve been busy.” 

	“Well, ultimatums will do that to a person,” I reply dryly. 

	“Good, maybe he should have given you one before.” 

	“Karen …” 

	She reaches with her free hand for mine and squeezes my fingers. “Life changes in the blink of an eye, Mel. We are all players in a rapidly changing game. But family always sticks together, sometimes in the most unconventional ways. Remember that. You’ll always be our daughter, no matter what you decide. Now, tell me what you’re doing.” 

	She releases my fingers, curls her feet up under her, and settles in with her wine. I love this woman, even when she tries my patience. 

	“I’m writing our story.” Her mouth drops and I shake my head. “Not their story, our story.” 

	“Explain the difference.” 

	“Their story is for their fans. The one with all the things they wanted the fans to know, to see how their lives were … you know, day-in-the-life-of-a-rock-star … but the real version. The crazies, the stress, the love, the fans, the media, the good and bad.” 

	She sips her wine and motions for me to continue. “Our story is about us. How we met, what it was like getting to know them, intertwining our lives, and falling in love. It’s so much more than their story, it’s our lives. The good, bad, and everything in between.” 

	“Well, if I were a BAD fan … which, you know … I’m not or anything … the second story you described is the one I would want to read. Because, in one form or another, everything you mentioned in the first story is out there already. People just have to search for it. But what you’re describing in the second book, that’s the true untold story … the one everyone would love to get their hands on.” 

	“It’s so personal. I can’t even picture it right now. I sent it to him, though. You know they’re snowed in, right? I’m assuming that’s why you’ve been trying to reach me?” 

	“They called and we talked. It was mentioned you might want someone to talk to. But I was worried when you weren’t picking up your phone.” Motherly concern fills her features and I know Karen would never lie to me anyway. 

	“Anna came by last night and I lied to her. I couldn’t even tell her I was writing about us. I’m a horrible person.” 

	“Amelia Weston, you are not. And no matter what guilt you carry around about what lies were told when, and to whom, you don’t have to tell anyone anything before you’re ready. Including my son. But I do believe he’s serious this time, and those are consequences you will have to face.” 

	I swallow a long draw of wine and exhale. “I know. It’s why I’m doing this.” 

	“You mentioned it’s personal, but would you consider letting me read it?” She looks hopeful and I know she loves me enough not to judge me. 

	“Would you promise to keep it to yourself? You’d have to read it here, I don’t want it leaving the house. And Karen, there’s sex in there … maybe it’s not such a good idea.” 

	With a delighted clap, she finishes her wine. “Let me text Owen I’m staying here tonight. I will keep it to myself and I’ll skip the sex. I’m all for a good romance but not when it involves my son. I’m assuming it’s a romance?” 

	“It is, until it isn’t, but you already know the story.” 

	She smiles lightly. “You mean it is, until it isn’t, until it is again.” 

	“Well, that’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it? I’ll send it to my Kindle for you. I need my computer to write. I finished the first part and sent it to him earlier. I’m almost done with the second part now, and tomorrow I’m going to wake up with the courage and determination to finish the third part if it kills me. Which it just might, hence the wine.” 

	“What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, Mel, now get the Kindle ready for me. I’m going to go put my pajamas on.” 

	Owen and Karen will probably always have a room here. Living in this house with so many people over the years hasn’t always been easy, especially when it comes to making it feel like a home instead of a house, but we’re working on that, too. One step at a time. 

	When I go to my email to send the document to my Kindle I notice he emailed me about an hour ago. 

	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.

	Before Karen finishes changing, I type out a quick reply. 

	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. 

	When Karen comes back, I pour us both another glass of wine and turn on the fire. After handing her my Kindle, I settle back into the couch with my laptop. 

	“Be truthful,” I tell her softly as she opens it up. 

	“Aren’t I always?” 

	She is, and she always has been, even when I haven’t wanted to hear it. 
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	Fourth of July

	I’ve decided to never be pregnant again in the summer. It’s only the beginning, but some of these Southern states we’ve gone through have been so hot and humid. Arriving home to our beach house is the biggest blessing right now. 

	“I’ve got a surprise for you, Mel,” Noah announces as we walk inside. The cool air greets me like a long-lost friend. I’ll follow him anywhere as long as the air conditioner follows, too. He walks past our room to the guest room between his bedroom and Sawyer’s, flinging the door open with a flourish. 

	Inside the closed door is the most amazing nursery I’ve ever seen—whitewashed maple furniture, glider rocker, bookshelves, toys, monitor, and clothes. But the best part of all is the paintings. Each wall is painted like a scene from a Dr. Seuss book. As I move closer, I see the bookshelf is filled with a Dr. Seuss library collection, as well as other classics like Goodnight Moon, Where the Wild Things Are, and many, many more.

	“Noah, this is perfect.” 

	He smiles as he takes the room in. “I saw pictures, but experiencing it in person is even better. I was going to do the paintings just like the bedding but Oh, the Places You’ll Go has some of the creepiest illustrations. So I pulled some of the happier, kid-friendly ones instead.” 

	One wall has a scene from One Fish, Two Fish, Red Fish, Blue Fish, and one has a scene from The Cat in The Hat, the third wall is from Green Eggs and Ham, and the last wall is from Oh, the Places You’ll Go. 

	“Nate is going to love this room, and we’re all going to spend a lot of quality time in here. Thank you for getting this done. It’s so hard to think about it all, especially since he’ll be almost three months old by the time we get home.” 

	“That’s how big Cadence is now, Mel. Look how fast it goes by and she’s not even our baby.” 

	“Yes, but at least he’ll be small enough he won’t remember where he spent the first few months. I loved growing up on our bus, but I’d never want my kids to grow up on one.” 

	“Where there’s love, there’s family, Mel. You didn’t turn out so bad for being raised on a bus. Not that it’s what I want for our family, but there are worse things.” 

	Wanting desperately to change the subject, I lace our fingers together and pull Noah into our bedroom. “There’s something I want to show you, but I need to get off my feet.” My ankles are swollen bigger than Belle’s ever were, and I wonder if it’s the heat or if I just don’t do pregnancy well. 

	Taking a seat on the bed, I point to all the packages from the photo company. “Bring those over here and come sit with me. I want you to help me work on a project.” 

	Noah’s eyes light up. I swear the word project turns him on. “What kind of project?” 

	I point to the biggest box. “Open the big one first and you’ll see.” As he opens the box and pulls out the photo albums, he smiles. “When I was going through your and Sawyer’s album that day, I was reminded how nice it is to have physical pictures. So much is digital these days. I’ve been printing every picture we’ve taken along this crazy journey so far and I thought you could help me organize them into chronological order.” 

	He begins opening the other packages excitedly, removing the photos and making a pile of all the boxes and wrappers. “Noah, there’s one more box on the floor by the dresser. There’s something in there you asked for once upon a time.” 

	He drags the box over to our bed and lifts out a few photo albums. “Your childhood photos?” 

	“They’re supposed to be. I’m not sure there’s one album dedicated to me, but there’s your glimpse into my life.” 

	Noah kisses me sweetly and settles in next to me, flipping through pages. 

	“Wow, look at that crazy spark between your parents. You can see their chemistry lifting off the photos. Do you think we look like that?” 

	“I’m not sure. All I see when I look at us is happiness, and it’s rolled over into every aspect of our lives. If you listen to Belle, though, she’ll tell you there’s chemistry in our photos. She loves putting the kissy photos on the blog.” 

	Noah laughs. “Whatever makes her happy, as long as it doesn’t make you unhappy, is a win.” 

	“See, that’s what makes you the perfect husband. You care about my best friend’s feelings, too.” 

	“Well, you care about my best friends as well, and I have more of them. Come on, let’s get you comfortable and we’ll start our project.” 

	Noah helps me find a position and takes off my shoes. When he starts rubbing my ankles, I sigh in bliss. 

	“That feels so good. You’re the best husband ever.” 

	“I’m the only husband ever,” he growls, turning me on. Possessive Noah is always sexy. 

	“Damn straight you are. Now let’s work on this project so you can spend the rest of the night ravishing my oh-so-sexy, pregnant body.” 

	Leaning down, he kisses my belly and makes his way over the hump and to my lips. “Your pregnant body is extremely sexy, Mel. He presses his hardness against me as his tongue meets mine. Our passionate kiss leaves us both breathless—me a little more than him these days, since Nate is crowding my lungs a bit. 

	After our kiss, the ever-efficient part of Noah takes over. We spend the next few hours sorting pictures and making our first two albums. One consists of mostly candid shots of the two of us and the other is everything baby, including pictures of us with Cadence, with our family, and even some wedding photos. We received the album of pictures from the wedding photographer last week; it’s still on the bus. We love looking at them when we’re on the road. 

	There are some incredible pictures of the guys looking all sexied up in their suits; I want to use them in the book. But some of my favorite photos of the day are candids of Noah and Sawyer together. Even their Disney World photos had nothing on their happiness the day of our wedding. And Noah, being true to form, makes sure to leave some blank pages where he thinks it will be best to highlight the photos from our maternity photo shoot. We’re doing that tomorrow morning before our doctor’s appointment. Falling into married life with Noah has been effortless. I’m so excited to see what else our future holds. 

	Noah and I have been in bed for a while. He insists on sleeping with me even if he’s not tired. My nights have become restless because I’m uncomfortable. When Noah gets out of bed and begins rustling through things, I open my eyes to see what he’s up to. I watch in fascination as he sits on the floor next to the cracked bathroom door and thumbs through the pages of my photo albums. As he looks through them, he chuckles and even releases a few groans—I bet those were caused by the photos of Eli. 

	What I love best about it all is knowing Noah couldn’t wait until morning to know more about my childhood and adolescence. Nobody has ever loved me the way Noah does, but I’m going to make sure Nate knows we love him this way. Noah pulls out his phone and my phone pings with a notification. I’m sure he just updated his Facebook page again; I’m dying to see what he posted. A few minutes later, he goes into the bathroom. I reach for my phone, my curiosity getting the best of me. 

	Spent the day making memory books for #BabyWeston and surprising my wife with his new nursery. So happy to be home for the Fourth, but the best part of my day so far has been watching my wife sleep while going through her childhood memory books. I wish more than anything we’d met sooner, but I’m happy to have the next fifty years of happily-wedded bliss. Fate brought her to me but it’s my job to keep her happy. It will be the best job I’ve ever had. #MrandMrsWeston

	One thing I love most about Noah is even though he knows this is going to go viral, he still posted it. He’s proud to show his love to the world, one hashtag at a time. 
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	As we’re leaving the doctor’s office the next day, Noah is walking on air. I’m excited I finally got to see my doctor for once and feel so much better knowing she said everything is right on schedule. 

	“Did you hear her, Mel? She said he could be here any day!” 

	I can’t help but laugh at his enthusiasm. As excited as I am to get Nate here, I’m equally terrified to deliver him. 

	“She also said I could even go past my due date, and just because I’m one centimeter dilated doesn’t mean anything other than we’re getting closer.” 

	The baby’s due date is still targeted for August eighth, which leaves us just over a month to go. It’s hard to believe everything that’s happened in the last year. 

	“Next month, it will be a year since you came into my life. It’s been the best year I’ve ever had.” Noah’s driving but he squeezes my hand in his, letting his fingers caress my wedding rings. If my fingers get any fatter we’re going to have to cut these puppies off and try again. 

	“It’s been a great year, Noah, but what about the year you guys got your record deal?” 

	“First of all, you underestimate your worth if you’re even asking me that question. And secondly, that year sucked donkey balls.” 

	“Noah!” I laugh. “I’ve never even heard you say that before. Why?” 

	“We were eighteen, just out of school, we were idiot kids, Mel. It was exciting but it was also lonely. We were all crammed into this tiny tour bus on a shoestring budget, playing gritty clubs to see if we’d resonate with the crowds. It was only for a summer but the record company loved the response, so we went in to record the first album.” 

	He looks like he’s shaking off a bad memory but eventually continues. “The constant flow of alcohol, drugs, and women was beyond anything I could have imagined. You think to yourself it will be cool to be famous and have your dream come true but the reality is more like a nightmare. I started drinking too much, and I watched Sawyer and Darren fall into drug patterns I was terrified would take them away from us for good.” 

	“I’m sorry, Noah, I had no idea it had affected you so deeply.” 

	He pulls my hand to his mouth and kisses me reverently. “It wasn’t all bad, but it was a lot to take in and get used to. Maybe it’s why I started doing so many good deeds. I wanted to keep myself grounded. It’s also why I created the no groupie rule. I didn’t want to knock some girl up who I didn’t even know and be stuck in a bad situation for the rest of my life. Most of those girls are with a different guy every night, and while I don’t judge them for that, it’s not the kind of person I was looking for.” 

	I think back to after Eli and I broke up, when I spent a good six months randomly fucking men on tour at each stop just so I could feel something. Back then, I was one of those girls he wouldn’t have looked at twice and I’ve never told him. 

	“What if I told you that was me? That I was one of those girls?” My tone is soft, and Noah senses the seriousness of this moment because he pulls the car off the road and puts on the hazard lights. 

	“What are you talking about, Mel? I know you mentioned you had a history of fucking musicians, but that was a long time ago, right?” 

	I’ve got his full attention so there’s no backing down now. 

	“Yeah, after Eli and before my dad died. It was what I knew. That was the industry … fucking random people at each venue. For me it wasn’t all about the sex. I was looking for something I never found, something to make me feel better. It wasn’t until I was on my own I realized the only thing to make me feel better was to become a better version of myself.” 

	Noah looks at me thoughtfully as he figures out what to say. “I love you, Mel, not because of who you were in the past but because of the amazing woman you are now. You were a teenager when you made those choices. The women I’m talking about were long out of their teen years. You don’t think I had my own ridiculous amount of teenage sex?” 

	Noah’s a good-looking man; I’ve never doubted he lacked for women. “Would you be angry if I said I never really thought about it?” 

	“Ha! No, because I don’t like thinking about you with other men, either. Especially Eli,” he says with a shudder. “But I wasn’t a saint. At one point, Sawyer and I had this … sort of competition, I guess you could call it. We were sixteen at the time and it didn’t last more than six months, but I’ll tell you, we made a lot of people extremely angry.” 

	I can only imagine. “Who won?” 

	He laughs. “Sawyer did. I gave up. It was clear he needed to win, and I was starting to feel bad. Before we started it, my girlfriend and I had recently broken up. Sawyer saw it as an opportunity for me to live a little. We were bastards back then, definitely deserving of the reputation. Are we okay now? Done purging our sexual regrets?” 

	“Absolutely. Now take me somewhere and feed me before your son kicks his way out.” 
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	The Fourth of July is another big Weston family event. It’s funny how at Thanksgiving I was so nervous to meet them and now I can’t imagine my life without them. These Westons really have a way of getting under your skin. 

	The entire family is taking advantage of the beach but there’s no way in hell I’m going down all those stairs. Well, going down isn’t technically the issue, it’s waddling back up. Especially if I need to pee; my bladder may not hold out long enough for me to make the climb. 

	Instead, we decided to hang out on the back deck. Which quickly turned into hanging out inside where I could enjoy the air conditioning. Belle was happy to chill inside, too; she doesn’t want Cadence exposed to a lot of sun at such a young age. 

	“This time next year, the babies will be big enough to take in the water,” Noah says as he bounces Cadence on his knee. She’s smiling up at him and cooing away. It’s amazing how much personality she already has. 

	“Next summer we should do those mommy and daddy baby swim classes with them. If you guys are going to live this close to the ocean, our kids need to know how to swim,” Belle states.

	“Darren and I could do it, and you guys could watch us from the sidelines and talk about how adorable we are.” Noah’s teasing because he says when either he or Darren have Cadence, Belle and I look like we want to eat them alive. It’s true; there’s nothing on the planet hotter than a man taking care of a baby. Nothing. 

	“Yeah, I can just picture it now. Us in the pool and Mel punching out other baby mamas because they’re eyeing up her man,” Darren quips, and I throw my pillow at him. “See? She just proved my point. This one is violent … you’d better tame her, Noah.” 

	“There’s a difference between needing to be tamed and protecting what’s mine. Besides, I think Noah likes me untamed.” 

	“Hell yeah I do, and I’ll show you just how much later on tonight.” 

	Darren looks between Noah and me and shakes his head. “You know what’s funny? We spent years trying to get Noah laid, but he was always content to be alone and wait for the right situation. I seriously can’t imagine life without you two together.” 

	“Me, either,” I say softly as Noah passes Cadence off to Belle. 

	“Speaking of being together … we have some news,” Belle says as Sawyer walks in the back door. 

	“Is this private news? Or does everyone get to hear?” he asks. 

	Belle waves Sawyer over. “Not private at all. We’re going to announce it later, but we wanted you guys to know we’ve set a wedding date.” 

	“Belle, that’s awesome! Noah, help me up so I can hug her.” 

	She laughs and gives Cadence to Sawyer. “I’ll come to you … it’s quicker and easier.” 

	This is a huge step for Belle; I’m so happy for her. After I practically squeeze her to death, Sawyer asks the big question. “When’s the wedding?” 

	“Thanksgiving weekend. We figured everyone would be around and it would make it all the more special. Plus, the tour will be over and we’ll have had a few weeks to recover,” Belle replies. 

	“Do you know where you’re going to do it yet?” Noah asks. 

	“Yeah, we’re going to do it at my house. After the tour is over, we figure we should probably move in there for good and get out of your hair. We spend so much time here because of the band, but if we’re all growing up and shit, I guess I should start enjoying the house I paid for,” Darren explains.

	There are mixed emotions of happiness and sadness lingering in the air. It’s like the beginning of the end in a way. Especially since Wyatt will be heading up to San Diego after the tour as well. 

	“Well, you know you guys are welcome here anytime, and your room will always be here. Sawyer and I bought this house for all of us to have as a sanctuary and that will never change,” Noah replies firmly, but he’s a little shaken. It’s another reminder we really never talked about plans for our family. Deep down inside, I know until Sawyer gets married Noah is always going to want to have his brother around. It will be good for Nate, too. There can never be too much family in a baby’s life. 
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	Later in the afternoon, we all gather out back for a barbecue. With Owen at the grill, all the guys surround him while drinking beer and shooting the shit. Even Eli seems to be accepted into this crazy family of theirs. Sawyer never even gave his relationship with Rory a second thought, which surprised us all. 

	“How are you feeling, Mel?” Diane asks kindly. 

	“Hot, tired, and fat, but ready to meet the little guy.” 

	“I remember those days. The last few weeks are the hardest, but you won’t even care once he’s here.” 

	“You guys are going to call as soon as you go into labor, right?” Rory’s so excited. I think she’s asked me this five times already. 

	“You guys will get a call from someone, just not me. I’ll be busy birthing a watermelon.” 

	“And that’s why I’m not having kids anytime soon.” Rory shudders. I try to picture her and Eli together long-term and I can’t for some reason. Hopefully, I’m wrong; they’re cute together. 

	“Are you all really going to fly in for it?” I ask. 

	Karen nods excitedly. “You’re back on the west coast for the most part now. No matter where you give birth, you’re just a few short hours by plane. Unless he comes in record time, we’ll make it to see him right after he arrives.” 
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	At dinner, Belle and Darren make their big announcement and Veronica is beside herself. Her boyfriend Marcus is here and they seem to be getting serious. It’s been over a year now that they’ve been together, so it makes sense. Belle likes him a lot, but I think she’d like anyone Veronica decided to let into her life. She’s been alone for a long time. 

	Wedding chatter fills the air as their news is received by nothing but happy, smiling faces. After dinner, Noah brings out some contraband sparklers for the girls, and they run around the yard with their flaming sticks laughing and screaming with their uncles. It’s a shame fireworks are illegal here; I bet this family would go to town with a huge display. At least they get to admire the fireworks at the beach; their house is in the perfect spot for that. 

	“What are you smiling at?” Noah asks, squeezing in behind me on the lounger and wrapping his arms around my belly. 

	“I was thinking about the last firework show I saw on this beach on New Year’s Eve.” 

	With a groan, Noah presses his lips against my neck. “If I remember correctly, we made some better fireworks of our own that night.” 

	“Mm, we sure did.” 

	“I think,” he says, catching my earlobe in his teeth, “we should make some more of those fireworks tonight.” 

	“Anything you want, Mr. Weston.” 

	His hardness presses up against my backside, and he pulls me tighter. 

	When the fireworks begin, the recently-turned-three Emme comes over and climbs up into Noah’s lap. “Look, Uncle Noah, fireworks!” she exclaims as she points to the sky. 

	“Aren’t they pretty, Em?” he asks as he hugs her close. She nods, never taking her eyes off the sky. Emme sits with Noah the entire show, and Saylor spends the show sitting on the back of Sawyer’s shoulders. It seems like the sisters have picked their favorite uncles. But I think that was a given with Saylor already. 

	Instead of watching the fireworks, I watch my friends and family. Anna and Wyatt, Sam and Warren, Rory and Eli, are all cuddled with their partners. Then I realize so is everyone else. There is more love in this backyard than most people see in a lifetime. It makes me proud to officially be one of their tribe. 

	It’s a little before eleven when the show ends. I’m so tired all of a sudden; I’ve been yawing for about twenty minutes now. 

	“Noah, go put your wife to bed, she’s tired,” Karen scolds him softly. 

	I’m exhausted, but Noah promised me fireworks and I’m not going to miss them. 

	“Good idea, Mom. We’ll see you guys in the morning,” he says as he passes a sleeping Emme off to Rob before helping me up and leading me to the bedroom. 

	“Sorry, Mel, with Em curled up in my lap I didn’t even notice how tired you were getting.” 

	Reaching around him, I lock the door behind us. “I may be tired, Noah, but I’m pretty sure you promised me fireworks.” 

	With a passionate gleam in his eyes, he reaches down and lifts my dress over my head. “If my wife wants fireworks, who am I to deny her?” 

	When Noah’s mouth meets mine, I lose myself in his kiss, one delectable stroke at a time. 
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	Belle’s Oregon Update

	Slammers! 

	It’s your girl Belle here! Today is August 1st and baby watch is officially on. Anyone with eyes who has seen Amelia Weston lately knows she’s about to pop! 

	Let’s wish her and Noah all the best for their upcoming delivery. Now, back to the tour. This week, BAD is bringing the house down in Oregon. Next week, we’ll be back in Utah to finish the rest of their gigs there. 

	Only two more months left of the Just an Illusion Tour. I can’t believe it’s been almost a year since we started this journey together, Slammed family. We’ve had a lot of fun, haven’t we? Your comments and jokes keep me on my toes and constantly laughing. Maybe once the tour ends, we’ll have to start our own “We miss BAD” fan club. On the plus side, the internet is a fabulous thing and pretty much anything BAD you want to see, read, or hear, you can find. EXCEPT, the upcoming BAD story Mel is creating for all of you. This book is going to be the shit. Everything you think you know about BAD may just be an illusion. What does Mel know that you don’t? Well … I can’t tell you, but I will keep you updated with all the release info once it’s set. 

	I’m off to spend some time with my baby girl while her daddy brings the house down in his first Oregon show tonight. 

	Talk to you later, Slammers. 

	Don’t forget – Live today like there’s no tomorrow. 

	Xs and Os

	Belle
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	Utah

	#BabyWestonCountdown 

	Tomorrow is the baby’s official due date. Poor Mel, she’s such a good sport, but being nine months pregnant doesn’t look very comfortable at all. I have a whole new level of respect for all women, especially the love of my life. We’re both exhausted and ready to meet Baby Weston. I wish the tour was over and I could move straight into fatherhood, but we all have a job to do and this one is mine. Send some positive thoughts and prayers our way over the next few days if you can. I can’t wait to share the first picture with you all! 

	“I can barely breathe. How did you do this, Belle?” 

	Today is August seventh—the day before Nate is due to arrive—and I’m miserable. Let’s not even talk about how hard it is to sleep. I know Noah’s exhausted because I keep him up with my tossing and turning. I offered to sleep in the bunk, but he refuses to sleep alone. He said he’d rather be tired than be apart. 

	“I didn’t, Mel. You’ve been pregnant a whole month longer than I was. I’ve got no idea how you feel right now, but you look like a fucking miserable bitch.” She laughs and kisses Cadence. “Auntie Mel is uncomfortable. Maybe she’ll give you a playmate in the next day or two.” 

	Cadence giggles and drools. We’re not the only ones who haven’t been sleeping—teething babies don’t make the best bed fellows. Belle’s here so the guys can try to get some sleep before their gig. Tonight, after the show, Belle is going to sleep here so she can finally get some sleep since they don’t have a show tomorrow night. 

	“Are we still going to take a detour to see Rhymin’ Rieanne?” she asks. 

	“I guess we are. I’d love to go, but there’s no way I’m singing, and I’m seriously not up to it. But I don’t want to be a buzzkill for everyone. I’ll keep Cadence so you can go, too.” 

	“Didn’t Noah tell you? He already offered to keep her. He said there’s no way he’s taking the chance of leaving you alone while he’s in a bar when you’re about to deliver. I swear, Mel, I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. You hit the husband lotto.” 

	Nate kicks with Belle’s words, and she’s laughing because she can see it through my shirt. “See, even Nathaniel agrees his daddy is a good guy.” 

	As I watch Belle with Cadence, it’s hard for me to believe we’re really this old and married with kids. “Well, Darren is a pretty good guy, too, Belle. I’m not the only one who got lucky. Going to that BAD concert with you last year was the best thing that could have ever happened to either of us.” 

	“Finally! She admits it out loud. I’ve been waiting a year for those words to leave your stubborn mouth.” Belle raises Cadence’s arms in triumph and Cadence giggles. 

	“Whatever, you knew it even if I didn’t say it. But if you need more validation, I’ll give it to you while I’m weepy and hormonal. I love you, Belle. Thank you for introducing me to the love of my life and my new family.” 

	The happiness on her face says it all. “I love you, too, Mel. Now I can officially brag about being the one to set the two of you up.” 

	“As if that’s ever stopped you before.” 

	She laughs. “I know, right?” 

	The bus door opens and Noah walks in with a sleepy smile. “Did you sleep? You look like you feel better.” 

	He leans down to kiss me “Five blissful hours. I feel like a new man.” Noah crouches between my legs. “Hey, Nate, come on and kick your way out of there today. Daddy is ready to meet you, little man.” Noah laughs when he’s met with a kick to the cheek. “Well, at least he knows my voice. That’s a good thing.” 

	“Was Darren up yet?” Belle asks. 

	“Yeah, he said he was going to come over as soon as he brushed his teeth.” 

	“Did you hear that, Cadence? Daddy is coming to see you.” As if Cadence knows exactly what Belle said, she wiggles around excitedly. When Darren walks on the bus a few minutes later, and Cadence sets eyes on him, it’s obvious she wants her daddy by her excited squeals. 

	Darren kisses Belle and then takes the baby from her, smothering her with kisses and love. Cadence is definitely a daddy’s girl. “Did you miss me, baby girl?” 

	“See, Mel, this is what happens. You carry them for nine months, push them out of your vajay like a boss, and all they want is Daddy.” Belle’s watching them adoringly as she complains. She wouldn’t change it for the world. 

	“We’re just lightening your load and doing our part,” Noah replies wistfully. He is so excited; he jumps up and asks if he should call the doctor every time I moan because I’m uncomfortable. 

	“So Belle said you’re not going to the bar?” I ask. 

	Noah looks at me, shocked. “You thought I was going? Why would you think I’d leave you alone? I don’t even like going on stage right now even though I know you’re right outside on the bus. You silly girl, my time is much better spent with you and Cadence.” 

	Sawyer comes out of his room, where he’s been the past few hours playing his guitar. “Finally, there’s some fucking testosterone on this bus. It’s about time you guys got up, we have to be at the venue in less than an hour.” 

	“Shut up, asshole, you’re just jealous you don’t have some estrogen in your life,” Darren retorts. 

	“If it means I can sleep like a normal human being, I might be okay with that. And speaking of sleeping, you going to let my nephew come out and play anytime soon or what, Mel?” 

	“Yeah, what’s up with that?” Wyatt says as he climbs onto the bus. 

	“You guys have any ideas? I’m open to anything at this point.” I ask, and Sawyer’s reply is the last thing I expect. 

	“Go fuck your husband.” 

	“Excuse me?” I manage to choke out. 

	Belle laughs. “He’s not wrong, they say sex can induce labor. I just never got far enough to utilize the option.” 

	“Alright, it’s on tonight. Mrs. Weston, be ready after my show because we’re going to give it the good old college try.” 

	“Dude …” Wyatt says with a groan. 

	Noah chuckles. “Too much? I kinda figured, but there’s not really a romantic way to say ‘let’s fuck to induce labor.’” 

	“Well, if anyone can figure it out, it’s you, Noah. Why don’t you think about it while you’re onstage and come home and seduce your wife? I promise not to listen.” Belle holds up her fingers in a scout’s honor pledge. 

	“And on that note, I’m sleeping on your bus tonight, Darren. Since Belle needs rest, she can have my room.” Darren and Wyatt seem excited about a guys’ night and ask Noah to join them, but he politely refuses. 

	After the guys leave for their show, Belle yawns as she’s feeding Cadence. “Is it wrong of me to be excited to sleep alone tonight? I haven’t slept by myself since I was in the hospital with her.” 

	“Not at all. You haven’t slept through the night in months. I’d imagine it sounds heavenly right now. I’m excited to be able to sleep on my stomach again.” 

	She laughs. “Even more of a reason to give it the college try with your man tonight.” 

	After Cadence falls asleep, Belle and I eat some pasta and afterward, she paints my toe nails for me. You know you have good friends when they’ll touch the feet you haven’t been able to reach in months. 

	“I think Marcus is going to ask Mama to marry him.” 

	“I think so, too. How do you feel about that?” 

	She’s thoughtful for a moment and curls her feet up under her on the couch. “He seems like a good man, a bit young, but they make each other happy. Who am I to judge?”

	We spend the rest of the night talking about the wedding and work. Then she fills me in on hearing Wyatt talking to Anna about having a baby and how, from his responses, it seems like Anna is completely on board. Sawyer better be careful; he’s going to catch baby fever soon, too.

	When the guys return from their show, I notice something different. Maybe it’s my melancholy mood tonight, or my hormones, but they all look spent. They had this amazing post-performance high about them the first night we met them, but I’m not seeing any of that right now. I almost don’t blame them; it’s been ten years.

	“You guys seem mellow tonight,” I tell Noah when he bends down to kiss me. 

	“We’re just tired. We’ve had eight shows in a row, we’re looking forward to the night off tomorrow.” Adding Utah to the back end of the schedule forced them to give up a couple of days off. I sometimes take for granted this is still a job to them. 

	Sawyer bundles up Cadence and Darren kisses Belle goodnight before grabbing Cadence’s things. “We’re off, ladies and gent. If Mel goes into labor, call me, and we’ll get the buses heading to the nearest hospital.” Sawyer lifts Cadence’s little arm up in a wave as they exit the bus. 

	“Get some sleep, babe, we’ll see you in the morning.” With one last kiss, Darren goes back to his bus and a few minutes later we’re on the road. 

	“Alright, you two, I’ve got work to do. I’m trying to get a few posts pre-written and ready to go. Noah, go push our girl into active labor.” Belle effectively waves us away, and Noah eagerly follows me into the bedroom. 

	Suddenly, he’s more alert. We haven’t been having a lot of sex lately because I’ve been so uncomfortable. Once we’re both naked in bed, Noah spoons me from behind and pulls my leg back over his hip. 

	With his mouth pressed to my neck, he kisses me in my favorite place as his fingers glide through the wetness between my legs. When Noah slides into me from behind, I gasp. He feels incredible. 

	“I love you, Mel,” his heartfelt words a passionate plea, “and there’s nowhere in the world I’d rather be right now. Your body is my home.” 

	“Oh, Noah!” All it takes are his beautiful words for me to fall over the ledge. As my walls contract around him, he thrusts harder and deeper. “I love you, Noah.” As I say the words, his body trembles behind mine, throbbing inside me as he lets his love fill me. 

	“Damn, Mel, that was so hot. Quick, but hot.” We lay together, coming down from our post-sexual high as the baby swims around in my belly without a care in the world. 

	“I’ve got to pee,” I whine, and Noah laughs, helping me up. 

	“I have to say that might be the one thing I won’t miss hearing when you have the baby.” 

	We both quickly throw on some clothes and I waddle to the bathroom while Noah gets us some water. 

	“Did your water break yet?” Belle asks when I come out. 

	“Somehow I don’t think it works that fast, smartass.” 

	“Dammit!” she says. “I’m still keeping the faith. I’ve just got this feeling he’s going to come today. After all, it’s his due date.” 

	It’s about one in the morning and my body feels it. “We’ll see. I’m off to bed. Don’t stay up too late, Belle. The point is for you to get some sleep tonight.” 

	She rolls her eyes at me. “Yes, Mom, but I’m on a roll. I just need about fifteen more minutes and I’ll be done. Goodnight, you two.” 

	As Noah and I walk back into our room, his phone rings. “It’s Sawyer,” he says, smiling, putting him on speaker phone as I use my handy metal bar to help me get comfortable in bed. I swear Sawyer makes him happier than I do most of the time. 

	The stuffed Winnie the Pooh Sawyer bought for Nate has become my sleeping companion. He’s propped between me and the wall and eases the pressure off my back. I don’t think the baby will mind at all, considering he’s technically using it, too. 

	“What’s up, Sawyer?” Noah asks, still standing in the doorway. 

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

	Everything after that moment is a mixed blur of sounds and images I’ll never be able to clear from my mind. It all happened at once, and yet it was like we were caught in this endless warp in time. 

	This massive bright light exploded in front of us, and all the power in the bus flickered until it finally went out. I grabbed on to the metal bar with both hands as I watched the phone fly from Noah’s hand as he flew backward through the bus with a look of sheer terror across his face. 

	But the screams were the worst. I couldn’t see Belle, but I could hear her screaming, until she wasn’t and everything was silent. An intense pain shot through my body as it slammed against the wall with such force I thought for sure I was dying. The ringing in my ears from my head cracking into the wall was so loud, but the wetness between my legs sent me into shock. I felt the blackness coming for me as I drowned in the warmth between my legs. Soon, there was nothing but darkness. 
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	Slammed Emergency Post 

	Dearest Slammed Family, 

	My name is Sam Stevenson, I’m the owner of SOS Publishing, who is the parent company of Slammed, Inc. This morning, at approximately 1:30 A.M., pacific standard time, Bus One of the Bastards and Dangerous caravan was involved in a multiple fatality accident. 

	The accident scene is still under investigation, and many details are being withheld at this time. The following details have been approved by local authorities and families, to share with you all. 

	Bus One was the only bus from the tour affected. 

	The occupants of Bus One at the time of the accident were as follows: 

	Noah Weston

	Amelia Weston 

	Belle Dixson

	Harold Scott (their bus driver) 

	It is with an extremely heavy heart I give you the following information.

	Noah Weston and Amelia Weston were air lifted to the closest trauma center with critical injuries. There is no word on the status of their unborn child at this time. 

	Belle Dixson and Harold Scott were pronounced dead at the scene of the accident. The entire SOS, Slammed, and Bastards and Dangerous family are devastated and in shock. Please, use your light to lift them all up in prayer today, and in the coming weeks, as we keep vigil over Noah and Amelia, as well as the rest of their family as they struggle to move forward. 

	Harold Scott was a valued member of the Bastards and Dangerous crew and had been with the band for eight years. Please pray for his family in their time of need. 

	Belle Dixson was a close, personal friend and her light is going to be missed in my life and the lives of her loved ones. I know you all loved her, too, which is why you follow her blog. The only slight comfort is that her daughter Cadence was on Bus Two at the time of the accident with her father, Darren Miller. Belle would have moved heaven and earth to keep her baby girl safe, and she was. Please pray for Belle’s family today, and in the days to come, in their time of need. 

	Hug your loved ones, keep them safe, and let them know they are loved, today and every day. I will personally update this blog as more information is released. 

	My condolences to us all, 

	Sam Owen Stevenson

	 

	 

	The last book in The Illusion Series – Just an Illusion – EP is coming June 21st

	Please keep the Side A group spoiler free and join the group for The B Side –

	https://www.facebook.com/groups/1902315680013787/

	If you want to read Mel’s interviews with the band be sure you’re signed up for D. Kelly’s mailing list. Interviews will start releasing weekly in April.

	http://www.dkellyauthor.com/mailing-list/
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	First and foremost, if you are still here and reading after that ending, I want to thank you. I know series are hard to read, especially when they leave you hanging on a cliffy, but I promise I’ll try to do you proud with the next book. This series has by far been my favorite and hardest to write. It was initially supposed to be a duo of books, but these characters have a story to tell and two books quickly turned to three, and if you’re in the reader group, you’re well aware of this already. 

	With each book, this section is the hardest to write because I don’t want to leave anyone out. This time, I decided to keep it simple. 

	My readers, friends, family, bloggers, and anyone I work with in the book industry: I am thankful for you all. My life would be dull without you brightening it up. I love logging on to social media each day and reading your messages and posts. It’s one of my absolute favorite things, especially when you’re battling it out in the reader groups and picking teams. 

	Lastly, I have to thank my family. My husband and kids inspire me and lift me up daily. They make my world go ‘round; without them, I’d be a “Sad Song”, too. 

	XoXo – until EP 

	Dee
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	D. Kelly, author of The Acceptance Series, The Illusion Series, and standalone companion novels Chasing Cassidy and Sharing Rylee, was born and raised in Southern California. She’s a wife, mom, dog lover, taxi, problem fixer, and extreme multi-tasker. She married her high school sweetheart and is her kids’ biggest fan. 

	Kelly has been writing since she was young and took joy in spinning stories to her childhood friends. Margaritas and sarcasm make her smile, she loves the beach but hates the sand, and she believes Starbucks makes any day better. 

	A contemporary romance writer, D. Kelly’s stories revolve around friendship and the bond it creates, strengthening the love of the people who share it. For all things D. Kelly, you can visit her website: http://www.dkellyauthor.com
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	The Acceptance Series –

	Breaking Kate – Book One

	Catching Kate – Book 1.5

	Releasing Kate- Book Two

	Loving Kate – Book Three

	Christmas with the Houstons – Book Four

	 

	
Stand Alone Novels

	Chasing Cassidy

	Sharing Rylee

	 

	
The Illusion Series

	Just an Illusion – Side A

	Just an Illusion – The B Side (March 30th 2017)

	Just an Illusion – EP (June 21st 2017)

	http://www.dkellyauthor.com/all-books
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