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This one is for #TeamWeston. For all of you who miss Noah, for those who begged for more Sawyer, and for everyone who didn’t want to let go, this story is for you.
 



 
Warning –Unplugged is book four in The Illusion Series. If you have not read Side A, The B Side, or EP, please turn around and go back to Side A. Trust me, you want to read this series the way it was intended—in order.
 
 
 
P.S.  If you proceed, you will see the symbol below as a page break. For those of you who are younger than I am and don’t recognize it – it’s a fast forward button. You may no longer see it on your musical equipment, but it still exists on your remote control. ;) When this symbol appears, it’s because you are about to skip ahead in time. Usually, it’s just a few hours or days, but it may also be weeks. I hope you all enjoy Unplugged! 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
“The most painful thing is losing yourself in the process of loving someone too much, and forgetting that you are special too.”
― Ernest Hemingway
 




My name is Sawyer Weston. It used to be important to me that people knew who I was. Not because of my fame—no, this need for individuality came shortly after birth. All my life I’ve been the B side of a pair, my brother Noah was side A.
I’ve always been somewhat resentful being the second on a team of two. Often wondered how my life would be different if I’d been born first. Would I have been like Noah? Or would I still be me?
As kids, one of the things that annoyed us most was being dressed alike. Our parents thought it was funny and cute. God love them, it wasn’t funny. Cute? Maybe, but it was completely unnecessary for us since we’re not even identical twins.
Even though being a twin had its annoyances at times, I’d never trade it for the world. Twinship is incredible. There’s nothing like the love and bond of a sibling, except when it comes to the love of a twin. Being half of Noah and Sawyer was my entire life, almost like having an extra layer of skin. No one in the world knew me as completely as Noah did and vice versa.
At a young age, I began speaking up and making my identity distinct. I became the blunt one—the twin who didn’t give a fuck and did whatever made him happy. It worked for us. Noah and I balanced each other perfectly in most ways. Unfortunately, even though we looked different, our tastes in women were the same. We’d managed to avoid any problems until Marilyn came along, and things would have been fine if she hadn’t pitted us against each other. It took some work and a lot of forgiveness, but Noah and I recovered. Until I met her—the only woman who’d ever turned my world on its axis. She made me question everything I’d ever been and everything I wanted to become. But she fell for Noah’s goodness, and he loved her the way every woman deserves to be loved. It was a struggle for me in the beginning, but you’d have to be dead inside not to be drawn into the magic that was Mel and Noah’s romance.
After the accident happened, I was in agony. It felt as if that extra layer of skin was violently stripped from my body. All the years I’d spent pretending nothing fazed me came barreling back at me with a vengeance. Fate gave me the biggest “fuck you” when she stole Noah, Belle, and Harold from our world. Nothing had ever hurt so much or cut as deep as losing my brother. Losing your best friend isn’t something I’d wish on anyone, but losing a brother? I wouldn’t wish that kind of pain on my worst enemy. There’s nothing that can prepare you for a loss of that magnitude, so when those two people are all rolled up into the form of your twin, it’s like losing a part of yourself.
The pain is so raw and visceral, the thought of death becomes appealing because you know, at least then, it will stop hurting. Whenever my thoughts turned to the dark side, I’d think of Nate and Mel; it kept me grounded. God knows Mel wasn’t in her right mind and, for a while, I was terrified she’d never recover. Everyone kept saying how lucky she was to be alive, but they had no idea the hell she’d lived through on that bus. It’s like they didn’t even consider the horror she endured each day as she relived the last moments of her best friend and husband. No one outside of our immediate family stopped to consider she was now a single parent who’d lost the love of her life. But I understood, and I swore I would move heaven and earth to bring Mel back to us. I owed it to us all to try. Keeping my last promise to Noah became my reason for living.
For as long as I can remember, Noah geeked out on planning ahead. The day we got our advances from our first recording deal, Noah had us in with a financial planner. That was Noah, and if it weren’t for him, I wouldn’t have nearly as much as I do now.
Considering his history, I shouldn’t have been surprised when our friend and attorney, Tony, showed up to Noah’s memorial with videos for us that Noah had made. But I was. I played it cool, but I was shattering on the inside as I held Mel and tried to comfort her. Realizing how fearful he was of his own death cut like a knife. I can’t imagine how much strength it took for him to make those videos, or how difficult it must have been for Tony to keep the knowledge privileged information. Noah had been talking about an ominous feeling he couldn’t shake, but he’d survived a potentially fatal attack. I thought it was stress, and the doctor thought it was a form of PTSD. Noah, with his unflappable belief in fate, knew there was more to it. I’ll never forgive myself for not paying more attention to his fears.
There was no way to truly prepare myself for Noah’s video, but I’d made peace with needing to see it. When I sat down and watched it, my world shifted in more ways than I can begin to explain. I cried for hours. The ache in my heart grew tenfold. Although it hurt more than words can describe, it was the most priceless gift I’d ever received. Having his love, forgiveness, and his wishes laid at my feet sent my mind reeling. It also stoked the simmering flames of desire inside me, sending them into a raging inferno. Every feeling I’d held back and felt guilty for was suddenly granted immunity. The timing was shitty, but the freedom from my unending guilt had the potential to be life-changing.
I’d always known Noah was the better brother, but that video secured his place in sainthood. If heaven actually exists, I know Noah’s got a top spot. His number-one request was for me to take care of Mel and Nate. Like he even had to ask.
Watching the video was overwhelming. Seeing Noah for the last time cemented the knowledge I’d never talk to him again. Sure, there are endless videos of him, us … we’re mega-celebrities. I can see Noah anytime I’d like, but I’ll never have his presence, his attention, or his love ever again, and that’s a hard pill to swallow.
We’d gone through some rough patches the past few years, and his video forced all those feelings to the surface. We tried to resolve our differences, but some things continued to linger unsaid between us. Marilyn, early retirement, and then, the heaviest of all by far … Mel. I’ve got so many regrets and no way to reconcile them.
Once the shock of the video wore off, I made a promise to try to stop hating myself for being the surviving twin. No matter how hard I wished I could trade my existence for Noah’s, it wasn’t happening. Instead, I made a few key choices. The first was to change my attitude. The best way for me to honor my relationship with my brother is to be thankful for every minute I had with him—the good, bad, ugly, and everything in between. I’d been given the best brother in the world, and I never want to forget a moment of our time together. The second choice was to keep journaling, not only to help me through the here and now but also to rewrite my past journals.
We had our ups and downs that last year, but our relationship flourished in a lot of ways as well. Even with all of our issues, we managed to grow and respect each other, and toward the end, I’d never felt closer to him. Realizing that is what made me decide to turn all my journal notes into a true story instead of the ramblings of a crazed musician.
I can list a few other reasons why I’m doing it too. I’m a selfish son of a bitch, and I’m absolutely doing it for my self-preservation—a way to always keep Noah alive and with me. My memory has always been one of my strengths, but one day it won’t be. Writing down our conversations is a way of always remembering my brother. If there ever comes a day when my memories fail me, my words will hopefully be here to refresh them. But I’m also doing it for Mel and Nate. Someday, when Nate is old enough, he should have some way he can learn more about his dad. He shouldn’t have to ask questions or depend solely on casual conversations to get to know Noah. He should be able to experience who his dad was, and a story or a video is second-best to the real thing.
Speaking of Princess … she’s always had questions. Even if she’s never voiced them all, I know they’re lingering in her mind. I thought if she read about all the things she missed, the conversations she never heard and how Noah felt about my feelings for her, maybe it would ease her heart a bit.
After she wrote her story, our story, I knew Nate would have a great point of reference on how his parents fell in love, all of them. I can’t wait until Nate’s old enough to truly understand what a wonderful love story Mel and Noah had. Even with the short amount of time they were given, I’ve never seen a love quite like theirs. Not up until that point anyway. And if Nate doesn’t hate me for falling in love with his mom, he’ll understand our story as well. I hope our words will fill a void for him. Just like I hope our words will also give Cadence a chance to learn more about Belle and how much she and Darren loved each other from the start.
Life can be a vicious bitch, and to this day I would lay down my life if it would bring Noah back. Kids shouldn’t have to grow up without their parents. But Noah believed in fate more than anything, and for his sake, I try to let go of my bitterness and anger. Even if I don’t understand how fate could have wanted this future for him, he seemed to accept it, and that makes him a far better man than I’ll ever be.
Some days, it’s a mindfuck and a half when I try to wrap my head around it all, even all these years later. If Noah hadn’t died, I wouldn’t have the love of my life or my kids. Mel, Nate, Noelle, and our two boys incubating in Mel’s belly now—they’re my everything.
Princess has been helping me with this project. She’s taking all of my journals and working through them with me each day. We’re making this journey together, one page at a time. Most of the time, she’s quiet as she takes it all in. Other times, she asks questions but not many. I wish she’d ask more; I know they’re waiting to come out, and I think they eventually will. She deserves answers, and she’s the only person in the world I’m an open book for. Well … her and Nate. When she offered to help me turn this into a book, I couldn’t refuse; it seemed important to her. The caveat is that it’s not for public consumption. She was more than okay with that. Mel’s focus is having it bound and covered so it can sit next to her books on the shelf. Whatever makes her happy is fine by me. All I care about are the memories contained within staying intact.
Now comes the hard part—getting it all out. I’ve decided to begin at the end for a few reasons. It’s fresher, it’s the most fucked up - but also the absolute best time of our lives, and it’s where all of our stories intersect. Later, I’ll go back and get the early stuff down, but right now, I need to write about Marilyn. In the scheme of things, she was an insignificant part of our lives. But when you look at the picture as a whole, she’s the reason Noah and I had our first falling out. All the early decisions I made about Mel were because of Marilyn. Some days I wonder if I’d never fucked Noah over with Marilyn, would he still be here? Would I have been with Mel from day one? Would that have changed the course of how anything played out?
Enough of this depressing shit, let me tell you about Marilyn so I can talk to you about my favorite subject—my wife, Amelia Weston. And Mom, this book isn’t for you, but if you ever pick it up, just know I’m sorry for not being a better brother.
 




Noah’s Girlfriend
There is nothing better than waking up with your dick in an extremely talented mouth. My head is swimming, my ears buzzing, my heart racing, and I feel great. I don’t usually fall asleep when I’m this high, but based on the porn star moves coming from this girl, I’m sure she fucked me into oblivion, and I hope she does it again.
Weaving my fingers through her hair, I push her down further, sliding my length deeper down her throat. She takes it all while moaning her pleasure at my silent insistence.
Fuck yeah … get it, girl.
She moves with reckless abandon, sucking the way every man dreams of being sucked off. It’s not my usual M.O. to bring a girl back onto the bus overnight, but I’m glad I made an exception this time. It’s too bad I don’t remember a damn thing about last night. It’s just another reminder why I’ve got to get my shit together and stop drinking and doing coke at the same time. When I do one or the other, my memories stay intact, but when I do them together, I’m screwed. I’ll think about that later, though, because right now there’s a real live wet dream happening as this girl tries to win the award for the best blowjob of all time.
Cracking my eyes open slowly, my line of sight is immediately drawn to a glorious head full of curly blonde locks draped around my cock. Reaching out, I eagerly feel around the table for a condom. Once it’s in my grasp, I drop my hand back onto my stomach and groan as she licks the pre-cum from my dick. Overwhelmed with pleasure, I drop my head back onto my pillow and close my eyes. This talented vixen has me riding the edge of pleasure as she pulls the condom from my hand.
The sound of the wrapper ripping is a promise the best is yet to come. It’s only when she rolls the condom down my length and groans do I begin to wonder where on earth I found this sexpot and how long I can keep her here if she fucks half as good as she sucks my cock.
“Damn, baby, I can’t wait to take you again.” Her husky words wash over me as her pussy slides around my dick. She moves slowly at first, adjusting to my size before bending down and tugging at my nipple rings with her teeth.
“Fuck, you’re good at that.” I hiss, and she chuckles, squeezing me tighter as if proving a point.
“We’ve always been good together, Sawyer, and now we can make up for lost time.”
Wait … what? Opening my eyes, I pray I’m not fucking who I think I am right now.
“Marilyn …” I whisper, and when my eyes meet hers, she grinds her clit against me. This girl has always had a way of coming fast and taking me with her. But she’s not supposed to be here, and I can’t get my dick to catch up to my drug-addled mind on this one. She’s so fucking tight and riding me so hard I’m about to blow.
Her walls begin to pulse around me as she chants my name in a growing crescendo. This is so fucking wrong, but the sound of my name falling from her tongue has my cock on blastoff. There’s no holding back at this point, and my body betrays my mind, giving in to the carnality of this moment. All I can do is hope I’ll be able to figure out what the hell happened after I come.
“Sawyer!” she cries loudly, riding the wave of our mutual orgasm. The bedroom door flies open mid-release, and all I see is the hurt and rage in Noah’s eyes. He screams more expletives than I’ve ever heard come out of his mouth, and I say nothing. What can I say? His girlfriend is still milking my cock with her pussy, and I can’t deny he’s not seeing it.
When Noah storms out of the room, I throw my arm over my head as Darren and Wyatt call out to him in vain. My twin sense is on high alert, and before the bus abruptly stops, I already know Noah’s running. I would too if I were him, but as usual, he’s better than me. I probably would have punched him first.
“Well, that was awkward, but he’ll get over it eventually.”
Marilyn’s dismissive tone pisses me right the fuck off. “Are you kidding me? He just kicked the damn door in! You need to get dressed and get out.”
“Come on, baby, don’t be like that,” she whines.
“Don’t call me baby. What happened last night? How are we even here?”
“Noah broke up with me, remember?”
Do I? I remember them fighting, and I remember doing a lot of drugs.
“It’s hazy.”
“Well, he’ll just have to get over it, Sawyer. I’ve always loved you more, it was bound to happen. Noah’s nice, but he’s not … you.”
She bites her bottom lip, and her eyes glaze over. Looking at her makes me sick. Hopping up like someone lit a fire under my ass, I start throwing on my clothes.
“This isn’t happening. I don’t care if you broke up. You should’ve never dated him in the first place, and I should have never hidden our past from Noah. Fuck, Marilyn! He’s my goddamn twin! Noah is the only person who loves me, faults and all and you … we just killed that. He’s never going to forgive me!”
“You’re being overly dramatic.”
I can’t believe she’s blowing this off like it’s no big deal.
“And you’re being extremely indifferent about it. This might not be a big deal to you, but it’s everything to me.”
When I grab my phone from the nightstand, there’s already a text from Warren. I’m never going to hear the end of this from any of them, but at least he’s acting like a manager right now.
“Cab is outside, get your shit and go. You won’t be coming back.”
She shrugs. “It’s your loss.”
“I used to think so … not anymore.”
It doesn’t take Marilyn long to pack up and get out. She even does it silently and without any drama. It’s because she knows how bad we fucked up last night. Broken up or not, what we did was wrong.
“What the hell, Sawyer?” Darren yells when he gets back on the bus.
My head is pounding like crazy. I need a line of coke and a shot of whiskey.
“Dude, I know. Even though they broke up, it’s still no excuse.”
Darren and Wyatt exchange confused looks. Darren’s mouth falls open but Wyatt takes the lead. “Uh, Sawyer, who do you think broke up?”
“Noah and Marilyn.”
They both shake their heads and Darren fills me in. “That never happened. They were drinking and got into a fight, Marilyn came to you, and you guys got high as fuck. Noah was so pissed off he slept on the bus with Collateral Damage. When he finally came to set shit right, well … you, uh, know how it went from there.”
“No … this is not happening. She said they broke up. She said she loved me.”
It hits me like a ton of bricks. I’m a pathetic loser who fell straight into her trap.
“Sorry, man, she lied.” Wyatt’s remorseful tone matches his expression.
“Do you have any coke, Darren? Fuck, I need a drink.”
Instead of waiting for an answer, I make my way to the kitchen to get it myself. Warren is already there pouring all the bottles down the drain.
“What are you doing?!” I scream.
“What I should have done a long time ago. This has gone too far. You need rehab.”
“The hell I do. I just need something to take the edge off.”
Warren shakes his head and leads me back to the couch. “No, you need to sober up. Your band and your entire future are in the shitter right now because you were too high to realize you fucked over the most important person in your life.”
“The band is fine … everything will be fine.” I’m trying to convince myself most of all.
Wyatt snorts. “Keep telling yourself, that but your brother is long gone and heartbroken. If you think fixing this with Noah is going to be easy, you’re higher than I thought.”
“We just need to talk, we’ll work this out. We have to work this out.” The thought of losing Noah over some chick is enough to set off a torrent of tears.
Warren throws an arm around me and pulls me into a side hug. Darren sits on my other side and does the same. “We’ll quit together, Sawyer. We’re too old for this shit anyway. We’re not addicts, we’ve just been partying way too hard lately.”
“I’m down with getting the shit off the bus for a while. Anna doesn’t like it anyway,” Wyatt adds.
“Wyatt, can you call him? Get him to come back?” I’m begging, but I don’t care. My soul aches knowing I caused him pain. Somehow, I’ve got to make this right.
“He’s not answering. I’m sure he needs some time, Sawyer. He’s probably going home.”
Home where? To my parents’ house? To our place in Santa Monica? How did I fuck this up so badly?
I won’t let myself believe that. “We’re in the middle of a tour. He wouldn’t just disappear.”
They look at one another with the same troubled expression. They think I’ve lost my mind.
“Noah isn’t thinking clearly right now. I’m sure the last thing on his mind after what happened this morning is the tour. We’ll have to cancel a few shows and see if we can get him to come back. You had the next few days off anyway. Hopefully, this will settle down.”
Warren doesn’t sound convinced. With good reason too. Never in all his life has Noah shirked any responsibilities.
I’m beginning to feel frantic. “What happens if he won’t come back?”
With a heavy sigh, Warren leans back and crosses his leg over his knee. “The best outcome is that he does. If he refuses, you’ll all be in breach of contract. At that point, you try to negotiate with the label to either hire someone else, go on without him, or let them sue you and go on with your lives.”
“What if I leave? If Noah comes back, I’ll resign. It’s my fault, and I’m the one who deserves the consequences.”
Darren and Wyatt stare at me with shocked expressions, but Warren just shakes his head. “It could be a possibility, but I doubt it would fly. Each of you brings worth to the band, but you are the Bastard in Bastards and Dangerous, Sawyer. You’ve got the stage presence and the attitude to carry the band, Noah doesn’t, he’s just too damn nice.”
“Yeah, well, I apparently bring the bastard to all aspects of my life.”
“You said it,” Wyatt grumbles under his breath.
“Not fucking helping,” Darren bites back.
“Stop it, none of this is helping. What really happened last night, Sawyer? Maybe start at the beginning,” Warren prompts, encouraging an open dialogue.
“It started before last night,” I confess.
“Son of a bitch!” Wyatt yells.
“Not like that, we haven’t been having an affair. Look, here’s the truth … Marilyn played us all. The two of us have history. Ever since she started working at the bar, we’ve been hooking up when I was in town. I thought I was falling in love with her. We texted all the time, talked occasionally, and had great sex.”
Darren already knows this, but it’s news to Wyatt and Warren.
“Go on, Sawyer, let’s figure this out,” Warren says.
“She got mad at me the last time we were home because I wouldn’t invite her on tour with us. I had feelings for her and everything, but adding another person to this bus didn’t make sense. She was pissed and ended things. I honestly had no clue she’d been building a relationship with Noah behind my back the whole time. Two days later, when he asked if he could bring her along, I was stunned.”
Surprise fills Wyatt’s features. “Why didn’t you say anything?”
“Did you see how fucking happy Noah was? I wasn’t about to steal his sunshine. I was fuming inside, but I was also hurt. I knew it was at least partially my fault because I never told anyone except Darren and Diane about Marilyn, so how could I expect Noah to know?”
“And that’s why you were such an asshole to her all the time,” Warren muses.
“Yeah, pretty much. It only took me a second to figure out she’d been playing us both once she went straight to Noah.”
Wyatt glares at me. “But you still let him fall into her trap?”
“He was already there! Besides, I’m not a saint. Part of me was angry, and I figured he deserved what he got. Deep down I wondered if maybe he did know about us but didn’t care. Mostly, the part of me that knows him best just didn’t want him to deal with the same hurt I was going through.”
“You should have spoken up, Sawyer,” Wyatt says, still sticking up for Noah.
“I realize that now. Marilyn’s such a vindictive bitch she probably got off on the whole thing. Having all of Noah’s attention but still trying to get mine. Last night, when they fought on the bus, I felt bad for her. Noah had been a buzzkill all day, and it seemed like he just wanted to pick a fight with anyone he could.”
Wyatt huffs in frustration. “Damn, this is such a mess. Sawyer, Noah wasn’t being a buzzkill. Marilyn told him she wanted to party. He knew what party was code for and he wasn’t down for it. He’s over the drugs and alcohol. I shouldn’t even be saying anything, but it’s time we all talk this out. Noah was talking about leaving the band if we can’t get the drugs under control. He’s worried about you guys, and he doesn’t want to be a part of a world that could potentially steal his brother from him.”
Wyatt’s words sink into my already fragile mind, and they make me feel like utter and complete shit.
“I’m not an addict.”
He counters, “If you weren’t an addict, your hands wouldn’t be trembling because you haven’t had a fix in the last six hours. And you wouldn’t have been such a dick to your brother the past few weeks.”
Warren gives Wyatt a cautionary gaze before turning his attention to me. “No one is saying you’re an addict, Sawyer, but your continued drug and alcohol use is concerning. I’ve got a specialist on standby to help you and Darren get clean.”
“I’ve only been a dick to Noah because I didn’t know how he was still oblivious to Marilyn and me. She had to have mentioned it by now, and if not, she stares at me enough to tip him off. Hell, she’s still texting me a dozen times a day. Noah is smart, he should have figured out by now that he stole Marilyn away from me. But I still didn’t set out to intentionally hurt him last night … I’d never do that. And one more time for the record, I’m not—”
Warren cuts me off. “An addict. Yes, I’m fully aware. Regardless, you have a penchant to overindulge. It’s affecting your personal life, and you hurt the only person in the world you’d give your life never to hurt. So we need to implement some changes as soon as we find Noah. If you’re really not having addiction issues, there’s nothing to worry about.”
“Yeah, whatever. What about Noah? I need to get to him.”
Warren’s brow furrows. “Our bus is heading back to California now. Once we figure things out, we’ll meet back up with the rest of the tour. We’ll be home tomorrow. In the meantime, text him, leave him messages, email him, or whatever you need to do.”
“Noah didn’t know,” Wyatt whispers. “He’d never do that to you, Sawyer. I think Marilyn played the hell out of both of you.”
“I know she did. Last night proves it. This is exactly why I don’t do relationships or date. Women are fucked up. I’m going to get some sleep. Anyone care if I take the room?”
They all shake their heads, and I close the broken door as best I can. I’m not mad at them, just myself. Pulling my phone from my pocket, I text Noah.
My words don’t mean shit right now, I know, but I hope you’ll hear me out when you’re less angry. I can’t believe what I did to you, but I swear on everything, Noah, I didn’t know you were still together. I know it doesn’t make it right and I fucked up royally, but there’s more to the story. I’m so sorry. I love you.
Noah never texts me back, but I didn’t expect him to.

I’m standing outside our condo debating whether I should knock or use my key. It’s been a week since Noah left the tour, and he’s refusing to communicate with me. Our family is pissed, the strain between the guys and me has never been worse, and I feel like I’m dying inside. I’ve never gone more than a few hours without talking to Noah.
My keys slip around in my sweaty palms as I try to open the door. No one is going to do this for me. I have to make Noah hear me. Darren said he’s not doing well. They only got him to stop drinking two days ago. According to his text, Noah is here and thinks they went to the store.
The place looks clean enough now, but the way Wyatt described it a few days ago made me cringe. He said alcohol bottles were strewn all around. It’s hard to even imagine Noah going through something like that, especially alone. Even worse is knowing I’m the one who drove him to it.
The blinds are closed, and Noah is lying on the couch with his arm over his head. I toss my keys onto the counter, and he speaks without moving.
“Forget something?”
“Everything my parents and D.A.R.E. ever taught me about drugs and alcohol.”
A snort escapes him, and I can tell from the way his stomach moves he had to work hard to not let out a laugh.
“What are you doing here, Sawyer?”
“You know why I’m here. We need to talk.”
When Noah moves his arm away from his head and sits up, it’s hard to believe what I’m seeing. He looks like he’s lost ten pounds, and the bags under his eyes are so deep and dark it’s like someone punched him. My guilt has grown tenfold in the last sixty seconds, if that’s even possible.
“Say whatever it is you need to say so you can leave.”
I sit down on the table directly across from him so he has to look at me. “I have a lot to say, so this might take a while.”
“Great,” he groans. “Get on with it then.”
“I’m sorry, Noah. Not just for what happened with Marilyn but for everything. The drugs, the alcohol, the constant partying, all of it.”
“What about being a dick, fucking my girlfriend, breaking my heart? Are you sorry for all of that too?”
Noah’s tone is a mixture of sarcasm and anger, and I can’t ever remember a time he’s used it on me.
“All of that, and let’s not forget being a shitty brother, being the better-looking twin, blaming you for breaking Mom’s vase when we were six. Want me to keep going? I’m sure there are more shitty things I’ve done to you. I’m a bastard, but I’m going to change.”
“You’re not the better-looking twin,” he grumbles, trying to hold back a grin. “What the hell happened, Sawyer? Was she really worth our relationship? You could have talked to me and told me you had feelings for her.”
“Can I sit?” I ask, motioning to the seat next to him. Taking his shrug as a yes, I move from the table to the couch and face him.
“Have Darren and Wyatt told you anything about what happened?”
“Nah, I’m not even sure I was coherent enough to know my own name until yesterday. After they fed me and got me to shower, I crashed.”
“This is a long story, and I’ll answer anything you want me to, but Marilyn played us. I completely own up to what happened the other night. I was wrong, and even though I don’t remember any of it, I should have never put myself in a situation where something like that could happen.”
“What do you mean you don’t remember?”
“Just that. I was wasted. The last thing I remember is you being pissed and fighting with Marilyn. I was already a few lines of coke down by then. I remember feeling bad for her as I was knocking back a shot of whiskey. When she asked if she could join us, I said sure. You seemed like you needed some space, and it’s not like she had anywhere else to go. After that, everything is pretty much a blank until a few minutes before you kicked the door in.”
Noah scrubs his eyes with his fists while taking a few steady breaths.
“I’m not sure which part of your story is more disturbing. That fact you were so messed up you don’t remember anything, or that you were so messed up you were able to betray the person closest to you and not even think twice.”
“I’m done, Noah. I know it doesn’t mean much now, but what happened was me hitting rock bottom. I will never let that happen again. Warren has someone who is going to work with Darren and me so we can kick the coke for good.”
“Why should I believe you?” Noah snaps angrily.
“You shouldn’t, but I’m going to prove it to you nonetheless. I’ve never felt the kind of self-loathing and pain as I did when I realized it was Marilyn in my bed. There’s nothing I can do to change what I did, and for that, I will forever be sorry.”
“You’re always sorry, Sawyer.”
His words sting more than I thought they would. “Yeah, I know, but I’ve never had to be sorry for something I did to you before. Not for a betrayal like this. The thing is … I have to ask you something. Did you know Marilyn and I were fucking before you brought her on tour?”
“What!? God, Sawyer, no! Are you fucking kidding me right now?”
It’s easy to see Noah is telling the truth. His reaction, his expression, makes me feel like the biggest piece of shit.
“Sawyer, you need to talk to me now. Why wouldn’t you tell me that?” Noah’s eyes fill with tears, but he blinks them back.
“Because I have issues. I tried not to love her, to fall for her, but there was something about her. The way she always texted me, the way she wanted to know how I was doing. I thought she cared until she broke things off two days before you invited her on tour with us.”
Noah leans back and covers his face with his hands, muttering “no” again and again. When he finally looks back at me, his eyes are red, and he’s no longer holding back his tears.
“I can’t even believe I have to say this. Sawyer, I would never, ever, do something like that to you. We don’t do the whole swapping girls thing, we never have. It sucks we always seem to be attracted to the same women, but we’ve made it work in the past, and I hope we’ll always make it work. I’ve been angry and sad for days …” He pauses and stares at me with a blank expression.
When Noah speaks again, it’s in disbelief. “We’re best friends … twins, for fuck’s sake … how could you sit on something so important? You’ve sat back and wondered if I was betraying you for months. Do you have any idea how that makes me feel? I tell you everything, Sawyer. Every. Damn. Thing. What am I supposed to do with the knowledge that you don’t trust me enough to do the same? Fuck Marilyn, you’re the one breaking my heart.”
Ouch.
Noah’s pain is palpable, and his question is valid. I don’t have an excuse. I’ve been trying to figure it out for days, and the only thing I can come up with is glaringly obvious. My drug use has changed me, affecting aspects of my life I didn’t even realize. Noah has always been my safe space. Even if I run some things by Diane first, I know Noah will always have my back. I’ve never doubted him before, and I hate the fact I’ve created this huge chasm in our bond.
“But that’s just it, you don’t tell me everything. If you had, I would have known something was going on with you guys. I would have known she was hitting you up too. I’m not the only one who kept secrets, Noah. Mine just went deeper than yours. Tell me, how long had the two of you been talking or dating before you asked her on tour?”
With a reluctance unlike Noah, he finally answers, “A while, Sawyer. At least six months, if not longer. There were many times I mentioned texting her and you never said a word.”
“Why would I? Everyone was texting her, even Bethie. Marilyn is friends with us all. It would have been uncommon for us not to talk to her. Why didn’t you tell me you were dating?”
With a blank expression, he shakes his head. “I don’t know, maybe because I wasn’t sure exactly what we were to each other since it was all via text and phone. We hadn’t seen each other to cement anything in person. Why didn’t you?” Before letting me answer, he speaks again. “You must hate me, but if you had just said something, told me about the two of you when I invited her, you would have saved us both a lot of heartache.”
“You were happy. You know how I get … I’m not sure happy is in the cards for me, and I’m not ready to settle. For her, I was willing to try, but when Marilyn said it was all or nothing if she didn’t come on tour with us, it pissed me off. When she ended it, I told myself we were just fuck buddies anyway. Then you were a couple less than two days later. I was stuck. I thought you should know but decided it wasn’t worth it when I saw how happy you were. Then the longer it went on, the more it ate away at me, and I became bitter and resentful, and I let the drugs become my escape.”
Suddenly, he seems sympathetic toward me. “I didn’t have sex with her before she came with us. You should know that. I wasn’t fucking her before the bus.”
“And I wasn’t fucking her after, until that night or that morning. I don’t know if I had sex with her the night we got on the bus. I’d assume … but it wasn’t until she’d already given me head, put the condom on, and slid down on me that I looked up and saw her. If I’d seen her before, there’s no way. Sorry if that’s TMI.”
“I’m so confused,” he admits wearily. “She never asked for money or gifts, so why play us like that? She hasn’t tried to reach out to me at all.”
“Me either, not that I would take her calls.”
“So why?”
At times like these, I feel bad for Noah. He’s got this purely good heart and soul; the thought of anyone doing something to fuck with people doesn’t compute to him.
“A power trip, I guess. Bragging rights maybe? She can say she played us both, fucked us both, and nearly killed our relationship. She’s one of those women who needs control and will do anything to get it.”
We sit silently for a few moments as Noah lets all this sink in. It’s a lot to handle, but at least he’s sober. I had to do it coming down, and it was a wicked bitch. Eventually, he surprises the hell out of me by pulling me to him and hugging me hard.
“Can we ever get past this?” I’ve never heard fear in his voice like I’m hearing now, but I understand the feeling all too well.
“If you can ever forgive me, I hope so.”
Noah clutches me tighter. “Forgive you? I stole your girl, Sawyer. How can you forgive me?”
“I can’t hold something against you that you didn’t know. I should have said something, and I will next time. Girls are only going to continue to try getting between us. We have to be more transparent with each other. If you start dating, you have to tell me, and the same goes for me. I never want to risk going through this again. I’ve been off kilter since you left the tour.”
Finally releasing me, he cracks a small grin. “Me too. It felt like something was wrong with me the entire time. I always know when you’re hurting, but this went beyond anything I’ve ever felt.”
“Because we were both hurting.”
His green eyes meet my matching set. “So are you really getting sober?”
“Hell yeah. I’m not giving up alcohol, but I’m done with drugs. I’m not an addict. I’m not withdrawing or anything, but a line of coke sounds good. I want to get to a place where it doesn’t. Where I’m not tempted. Where I can easily say no. And if I just remember your face when you caught us together, I don’t think I’ll ever have an issue saying no again.”
“I’m glad. I’d never want to go through that again, but I would if it meant getting you sober. I’ve missed you this past year, more than you know. The partying and the drugs, it’s just too much for me.”
After kicking my feet up on the table, I lean back on the couch. “Wyatt said you want to quit the band. Is that true?”
“Yes and no. I love the band, and touring with you guys is one of the best experiences of my life. Getting to do this with you is the icing on the cake. But I don’t love the partying, the drugs, the mood swings, the constant women in and out of the bus, and neither does Wyatt. Imagine how Anna feels, Sawyer. Knowing you and Darren are constantly traipsing in women in such close quarters. She’s not stupid. She knows Wyatt can catch a show if he wants to. Or even join in. She’s your best friend, and you haven’t considered how this makes her feel, have you?”
“I’ve been pretty fucking selfish.”
“Nah, you’ve just been riding high on the endorphins of success. I’ve heard it happens to all the best people.”
“It didn’t happen to you,” I point out.
“I made a conscious effort for it not to. I’m not saying you shouldn’t have fun. You most definitely should, but do it in moderation and without the drugs. I don’t want to lose my twenty-one-year-old brother to an O.D., and if I did, I’d never forgive myself. I want to leave the tour because I can’t bear witness to something I can’t stop.”
Exhaling, I run my fingers through my hair. “We have to be better at this shit, Noah. No matter how hard the topic is, we have to talk about it. You’re the one person in the world I can’t live without.”
“Agreed.”
“Are you coming back to the tour?”
He flashes a bright smile. “Hell yeah. Brothers before bitches … always.”
“God, she really was a bitch, wasn’t she?”
He laughs and nods. “She was, but it was attractive in an odd way. The sex was good.”
“Yeah, the sex was great.”
The uncomfortable vibe in the room is back before Noah snorts and then laughs. “This is why we don’t date the same girls. Talking about sex is one thing, but being able to compare sex with the same woman is an uncomfortable level of weird, isn’t it?”
“With you … yeah, because you’re my twin. With Darren, not so much.”
“I don’t even want to know.”
Now it’s my turn to laugh. “No, you definitely don’t.”
 




Find Your Cadence – One Year Before The Illusion Tour
“Guys, she’s up next!”
Darren’s excitement is contagious. We’re exhausted after performing earlier tonight, but we had to stop by Sully’s before leaving Utah. I managed to sweet talk the waitress into bumping us up to the top of the list so we could sing right away.
When we finished, I let her blow me in the bathroom as a thank you. I even let her take a selfie of us under the condition I could hold onto her phone until we leave. She was more than willing. I’m flipping through her pictures as we wait for Rhymin’ Rieanne to take the stage.
This chick takes sexting to a whole new level, and I’d love to forward some of these pics to my phone, but then she’d have my number, and that won’t do. No one gets my number, ever.
“Stop being a perve, Sawyer, and put her phone away,” Noah chastises.
“She’s fucking hot, and I want to see the picture we took. Besides, she’d probably get off at me looking at her. Fuck, check out her rack.” Noah diverts his attention back to the stage, and Wyatt shakes his head, but Darren looks over my shoulder with enthusiasm.
“Damn, maybe I should hit that before we leave.”
Darren doesn’t need my encouragement, but I give it anyway. “Do it. She can deep throat as well as some of those porn girls.”
He looks at me with a mischievous twinkle in his eye. “Down for a double tag?”
“Nah, she’s all yours. I’m tired as fuck.”
Speak of the devil, she brings our next round, and Darren pounces. “I hear Sawyer confiscated your phone.”
She licks her lips and nods.
“Want me to bring it back to you tonight? What time do you get off?”
“I’m off now but decided to stay until I get my phone back. Want to drive me home and join me for an orgasm?”
This girl is like the male version of us. It’s hot.
“The bus is leaving at three in the morning, Darren,” Noah reminds him. It’s after twelve now, that’s plenty of time.
Darren easily goes with the flow. “Change of plans, gorgeous. How would you like to come back to my bus with me? I’ll have a car ready to take you back to your place before we take off.”
Her eyes light up, and she leans down to kiss him. Their kiss progresses fast, and within seconds they’re devouring each other at the table. The music changes and Darren backs off. “Go get your stuff, we’re leaving after this song.”
She dutifully sashays away, and Wyatt groans. “Dude, you know she just had Sawyer’s dick down her throat a few minutes ago, right?”
Darren chuckles. “Like that’s ever bothered me before.” He fist bumps me, and he and Noah shake their heads at our laughter.
“Oh my God, look at her song title,” Noah says between a laugh and a groan.
The monitor says “If I Were a Penis” and out comes our little sexually inappropriate trailblazer. Rhymin’ Rieanne looks like a more petite version of Velma from Scooby Doo. I’m seriously not sure if she’s even twenty-one, but she has to be if she’s in here. If she didn’t look so young, I would have already fucked her for the novelty alone. Someone who comes up with the shit she does and has no qualms doing it in front of a crowd has to be a sexual deviant in the bedroom.
Our eyes are all locked on the stage. She’s looking down at her feet and whispers, “This is a Rhymin’ Rieanne original. ‘If I Were a Penis.’”
When she begins beatboxing low in her throat, I know we’re in for some fun. This girl intrigues the fuck out of me, and if we’re ever in this town long enough, I hope one day to talk to her and find out what her deal is.
If I were a penis
I’d want to find a home
Somewhere warm and safe
Where I could shoot my load
If I were a penis
I’d wake up nice and hard
My head might be dark-purple
But please don’t be alarmed
If I were a penis
I’d want you to take a lick
Nothing would be nicer
Than your mouth around my tip
If I were a penis
I’d need you to suck, suck
So when I come, deep down your throat
There’s nothing to clean up
If I were a penis
I’d like to feel your hand
With lube or spit to make it slick
You’d make me come like BAM!
But if I were a penis
I’d often want to roam
I’d need to try
A lot of twat
Until I find my home
Alas, I’m not a penis
Because I’m not a man
So I’ll have to wait
Until mine comes
And says
Hey! You’re my Vag!
Her eyes dart away from the crowd and land back down on her feet. She whispers “Thank you” into the mic before leaving the stage. The whole room breaks out in applause and whistles.
She’s greeted by a little Poindexter guy when she leaves the stage. He pulls her close and hugs her, and it makes me smile. I bet the two of them have freaky fucking sex, but if they’re lucky, they also have a good relationship.
“That was the shit, you guys. Where does she come up with this stuff?”
Darren took the words right out of my mouth. “Shit, I don’t know, but I swear we should get Warren to put her on our payroll. She’d be the best opening act ever.”
Darren fist bumps me in agreement with my idea.
“She’s definitely creative,” Noah agrees
“I bet she’s like this secret dominatrix or something,” Wyatt tosses out, making us all laugh. I’m not gonna lie, that could be kind of hot.
Yawning, I cover my mouth and push back my chair. Mac nods to me from the corner understanding I’m ready to go. “I’m wiped, guys.”
“Me too,” Noah adds, standing up.
Wyatt is standing too. “This shit isn’t as easy as it was when we were twenty. Especially when you go all rogue and throw everything you have into it, Sawyer.”
Shrugging, I reply, “Not my fault you’re getting old. It might be a little bit more tiring, but it’s still fun. Besides, the fans eat it up, and they’re the whole reason we’re even touring. The next tour will be mellow with our new acoustical stuff coming out.”
As we reach the door, Darren and the waitress catch up to us. Darren has more energy than all of us put together. He always has, and it’s a good thing, too, since he’s our drummer. He has to have high energy to work the sticks the way he does. Darren has a raw, natural talent, and it shines in every show. I’ve got no doubt he’ll still be drumming away long after the rest of us decide to call it quits.

As I sip on my morning coffee, I’m still chuckling to myself about Rieanne’s performance last night. I’m exhausted, but Rieanne’s performance never disappoints. She makes the trip worth it every time.
We’ve been on the road about a month now. Utah was one of our first stops this time, and hopefully, after seeing Rieanne last night, it will breathe a little life into the band. Maybe we’re still finding our groove, but everyone seems much more mellow than normal this time around. The Find Your Cadence tour is our biggest tour yet—everyone should be happy. Most days it’s still hard to believe how much our band has blown up in the last eight years.
Our new album is kicking ass, with each song topping the charts as soon as it’s released. It’s a far cry from the demos we used to hope would catch on. We’ve come so far, so fast and there’s never a dull moment. The money is phenomenal, and our buses are state of the art, luxury on wheels—they’re a far cry from the shared buses we used to have.
Even without the money, this is all I’d want to do with my life. Traveling with my brothers and being creative is the only thing that’s ever made sense. The closer we get to Wyatt and Anna’s wedding, though, the dark clouds begin hovering in my mind.
I’m terrified he’ll want to quit, to stop touring and give it all up for a domesticated life. He says he won’t, but I know Wyatt, and even more, I know my Bethie, and she’s going to want a life with her husband home by her side. More importantly, she deserves it.
The snow-covered ground glistens outside the bus window as we drive to our next gig. I love seeing the world in all its different seasons—the blooming flowers, autumn leaves, and my favorite of all is when we’re able to coincide our tours with the northern lights. It’s a magical beauty that makes me appreciate being a small part of such a large universe. They even make me give pause to Noah’s theory of fate, although I’d never admit that to him. Sometimes I think he got all the optimism and I got all the pessimism. Or maybe I’m just jaded from the shit I’ve seen in my life that Noah has fortunately been spared from experiencing. It’s cool, though, seeing the world through Noah’s eyes is an incredible thing at times.
“Morning,” Noah grumbles as he pulls a bottle of water from the fridge.
“You’re up early,”
Noah wipes the sleep from his eyes and takes the seat next to me. “I never really slept, mostly tossed and turned all night.”
My twintuition is screaming at me in a way it hasn’t since all that shit went down with Marilyn. After taking a long pull of my coffee, I turn my attention to him.
“Say it. Whatever is bothering you, whatever is keeping you awake, spill it so we can figure out how to fix it. What’s wrong?”
He blows out a long exhale and drops his head into his hands. When he looks back up at me, his eyes are glassy.
“Come on, Noah, you’re freaking me out. Are you okay?”
“I can’t do this anymore, Sawyer. This needs to be my last tour. I’m done.”
His confession jars my soul. It takes all of my self-control to take a deep breath and count to at least ten before I lose my shit.
“You can’t just quit, Noah. We’re still working on the acoustic album.”
“And you still can, just without me. You guys can hold auditions, find my replacement, but I can’t do this anymore. It’s killing my soul.”
“Have you told anyone else about this?”
He shakes his head. “That doesn’t mean you can convince me to stay. Honestly, even though we haven’t actually talked about it, I don’t think Wyatt is far behind me. He’s getting married soon, and you know as well as I do he and Anna deserve to have a life together after all this time.”
His words sound like they’re dipped in static. I hear them all, but there’s a serious disconnect between them and me.
“Say something, Sawyer.”
“What do you want me to say? You want me to tell you it’s okay to just quit? It’s not, Noah. It’s not fucking okay at all. Westons aren’t fucking quitters!”
He flinches, but now that the floodgates have opened, there’s no holding back my fury.
“Look at everything we’ve built! Look around, Noah, because once you quit, it’s going to affect us all. You know damn well we’re not going to replace you. Once you’re gone, it’s all over. For everyone. Are you ready to have that on your conscience?”
Noah’s anger replaces his sadness. “You don’t get to blame this all on me. I told you years ago I was going to want to stop touring one day. It doesn’t mean the band has to break up … maybe we just take a long break.”
With a snort, I lean back in my seat. “Yeah, because that will change your mind. Why are you doing this? Tell me one good reason you have to end this.”
He flashes me a sad smile and leans back too. “I’m lonely, Sawyer. I want to fall in love, get married, and have a bunch of fucking kids. I want to start the rest of my life. Is that so hard to understand?”
His impassioned plea hits me right in the heart. This is all Noah has ever wanted, and he’s given us eight years already. What kind of asshole am I to put my own happiness before his?
“No, it’s not. Look,” I pause and run my hands through my hair before standing. “Can we put a pin in this until tomorrow morning? Give me a day to let it soak in so we can come up with a plan. Better to talk to everyone as a united front anyway.”
“Yeah, sure. Are you pissed at me?”
Noah raises his fear-filled eyes to mine, and I can’t help but soften a bit. No matter what, he’s my twin and my best friend. His feelings matter more than our job.
“I am, but I’m a dick, and that’s how I’m wired. I’ll get over it. You’re what matters right now, not my feelings.”
He sucks in an audible breath. “Your feelings always matter, Sawyer, it’s why I’ve hung on for as long as I have already.”
Fuck, if I didn’t feel like a big enough dick before, I sure do now. “Tomorrow,” I say, clearing my throat, trying to speak over the huge lump in it.
“Same time, same place?”
“Yeah.”
I leave him alone looking miserable and lock myself in my room. After putting “Last Resort” by Papa Roach on blast, I finally give into the frustrated tears that were begging to give way while we were fighting. I’ve got to come up with a plan to at least give our fans a chance to say goodbye.
Who am I kidding? I need this more than anything. Time to prepare for a final farewell before the best time of my life goes away for good.

Twenty-four hours after our last attempt at talking, I’m sitting on the couch in the bus sipping my coffee and bracing myself to battle this out with Noah. I’m so fucking angry with him, but the worst part is I know it’s an irrational anger fueled by my own fear and insecurity about what happens next. I don’t want to be a has been … A featured story on Where Are They Now? five years down the road. None of it is Noah’s fault, but dammit, I still expected more from him since he’s my brother. He knows what this means to me.
That’s it in a nutshell though; I know what this means to him. Noah was never going to be in this for life.
Just when I thought maybe he was going to sleep in like normal, his door opens. He looks worse than he did yesterday, and my guilt intensifies.
“You still look like shit.”
“So do you,” he counters, plopping down next to me.
“Change your mind by any chance?”
“Nope,” he replies while pulling on his socks.
“All right then, here’s what I came up with. I’ll back your decision to leave, but you have to agree to one more tour.”
A hurtful expression is quickly replaced by one of anger. “Sawyer, fuck! I already told you, I’m done. I can’t do this anymore. It’s killing me!”
“Yup, I heard you loud and clear, but here’s the thing. We’ve already announced the acoustic album. Technically, we don’t need to tour for it, but even if we wrap it up and release it, how is that fair to our fans? You know, the people who put food on our table and pad our bank accounts?”
He slinks down further in his seat and rubs his eyes. “Tell me everything.”
“It’s going to suck for everyone, but if we wrap up the album ASAP and tour again immediately after this one, we can call it a farewell tour. On the plus side, we can keep it super low-key. We won’t need opening acts or high-energy numbers. It can be the four of us, our instruments, and smaller crowds.”
“Keep going” he encourages, looking up at me now.
“Well, Warren will have to figure out all the details with the label and shit, but it will give the band a chance to say goodbye, and the fans too.”
“I’m not opposed to making new music, I’m just not willing to give up any more of my life riding across the country in a bus.”
I think about his point for a minute. “I’m not a fan of bands who retire only to make a big comeback. I know most of them do it, but I don’t want that to be us. I guess we can figure all of that out later.”
“Yeah, of course.”
I hate the disappointment he’s shrouded in, but there’s not much I can do about it.
“Look, Noah, I’m not unsympathetic here. I understand more than anyone what you want from your life. Our visions may be different, but I still want you to be happy. I know doing another tour is not what you want, but in two years you’ll be done, you can live your life, and you’ll be doing it the right way instead of screwing our fans.”
No matter how encouraging I want to be to him, I still can’t help feeling like I’ve been fucked, and I’m pretty sure Darren is going to agree.
“Are you still mad at me?”
“I’m probably going to be mad for a while. It’s not your fault, but this seriously fucks with my vision for us and the future. I’m going to miss this, miss us.”
Noah smiles and turns his body toward mine. “You should go solo, Sawyer.”
“You know I can’t do that.”
“Sure you can, and you should. You were made for amazing things, and you’re so fucking talented, you can do anything you put your mind to.”
“Except convince you to stay.”
“You could do that, too, and you know it. But I appreciate you’re not trying to, that you respect me enough to help me figure out how to get out of this. There was a lot I didn’t think about, and you’re spot on. Our fans deserve more from us, and I’m willing to follow your plan. I’m not happy about it, but as long as there’s a light at the end of the tunnel, I can deal with it.”
“I really thought we’d have another twenty years at this, at least another ten.”
Noah pats my shoulder with my sullen words. “Deep down you knew that was never going to happen. We’re all family men, Sawyer, even you. You might not be willing to admit it to yourself now, but whenever you look down at your little namesake, your face says it all.”
Saylor.
My niece is my happy place. When Diane told me she was naming her daughter after her favorite person, I didn’t think much of it; my sister can be a jokester. But after Saylor was born, I was the first to hold her after her parents. They told me her name while she was tucked safely in my arms; I almost lost it. Never in a million years would I have thought they’d name their baby after me. Or, as Rob pointed out, the closest, cuter version of me they could come up with.
“I’ve never denied wanting a family. Kids at least … women, on the other hand, I’m not so sure about.”
“One day you’re going to meet someone who makes you question everything you thought about yourself. I can’t wait to see it happen and watch you learn to let someone into your world.”
“Don’t hold your breath, none of that is happening anytime soon. Let’s shower and swap buses so we can talk to the guys. I’ve got a feeling it’s going to be a long-ass day.”
“Hang on a sec,” he says as I stand. “Are we okay? I need to know you and I are good.”
Noah always heaps the loaded questions on me at the worst times.
“We will be okay?” He cringes at my questioning tone. “Look, I’m just all hurt feelings and shit right now. Once Darren knows the deal, the two of us will go off and lick our wounds while you and Wyatt plan your happily ever afters. Things will be fine sooner or later.”
Noah stands and hugs me. I return his hug but pull away first before I get choked up. Days like today make me wish I could be as open with my feelings as Noah is. Maybe someday.
“Love you, little brother,” he calls out to me as I head toward the bathroom. I flip him off but reply with an “I love you” of my own. His answering laughter hits me like a lightning bolt. My world is upside down right now, but Noah is happy, and that’s the only other thing that matters to me.
 




Breathless – One Month Before The Tour
“Jesus! Why does this day have to be so jam-packed with shit to do?” Darren bitches as he plops down into the recliner.
“Maybe because Sawyer is still dragging ass on the title song for the new album?” Wyatt offers.
I shoot him the evil eye. “Fuck you. You can’t rush perfection, and this song is the most important one on the album. It’s not my fault I’m in a creative slump.”
No, that honor goes to Noah. Ever since he decided to retire, my creativity is fleeting on a good day and non-existent on the rest. They all suspect what’s going on, but no one actually has the balls to say it out loud. That’s probably best.
“It will come to you, and when it does, it will be incredible,” Noah encourages lightly. Which, of course, makes me feel like an even bigger asshat for being so bitter inside. I need to get out of this slump. Maybe getting laid would help.
“All right, you guys. Slammed has confirmed Belle Dixson will be attending the show tonight, and she’s bringing a plus one. We need to be on our best behavior if we want this to work out,” Warren announces while slamming a massive file on the kitchen table.
“What, are you afraid we’re going to scare her away?”
He glares at me. “You. I’m afraid you’ll be inappropriate or piss her off. We need her on our side, Sawyer. Slammed is the only magazine out there right now with their integrity still intact. No sexing her up either.”
As if. “You’ve got nothing to worry about, she’s cute but not my type.”
His curious nature gets the best of him. “Why is that? Most men think she’s hot.”
My reply is instant. “Because she’s a reporter and you want her to meet up with us monthly for a year. You’re just asking for trouble. Nothing screams potential stalker, security risk, or stage-five clinger more than a single woman with a press pass. Do not give her my number either. She can go through you to get to us if she needs to.”
“You can give her my number if you want to. I haven’t seen her, but if Sawyer says she’s cute, I’ll deal with the risks to have a monthly booty call at my disposal.”
Warren scowls at Darren. “Absolutely not. I expect all of you to be on your best behavior. No exchanging numbers, flirting, or fucking until we get a yes from her on the job. This isn’t a game. The next year is crucial for you guys to end your touring days on a high note. I’m just glad I was able to convince you not to retire completely. Your musical talent would be wasted if you just quit because of a touring issue. There are plenty of bands out there who make music and never tour. Although, I do encourage a long break to rejuvenate yourselves and rebuild your creative energy.”
I’m trying not to take his comment as a personal slam about the slump I’m in. Noah walks in just in time to keep me from saying something I shouldn’t. After taking a seat, he turns his attention to Warren.
“What else is on tap for today, Warren?”
“The book. You guys have to pick a writer to go on tour with you.”
We all groan in unison because none of his picks are great.
“Isn’t there anyone else? These three are kind of …”
“Ridiculous is the word you’re looking for, Wyatt,” I fill in for him, and Warren sighs defeatedly.
“I know they’re not ideal candidates, but they’re talented and capable of doing the job. We’re still putting our feelers out and keeping our eyes open, but time is running out, and we only have a few days to get the contracts signed and get whoever it is vetted.”
This book is turning out to be a huge pain in the ass, and I’m about to voice my frustration and veto the whole damn thing, but Warren doesn’t let me get a word in before he continues.
“We leave for the Greek in an hour. Shit, shower, change, write some music, jack off, whatever you need to do to put on a happy face and a good show tonight, do it. We’ll head back here afterward for dinner, and hopefully, Sawyer will be inspired and write some music tonight. I’ve got some calls to make, but I’ll be in the office if you need me.”
When Warren leaves, I flip through the file he left. “Any of the rest of you want to put a time of death on this book? I’m over it,” I say, sliding the file across the table to Noah.
“I hate to admit it, but I’m with Sawyer,” Wyatt agrees.
Noah opens the file. “Maybe we’ll find someone else. I’m not ready to give up on it just yet. I like the idea a lot.”
“Me too,” Darren agrees with Noah, and we’re at an impasse again. We should have thought about that when we made the band. If we had five members, we wouldn’t be tied so often.
“Fine, we’ll table it for now, but they better come up with something better than this. These people suck. I’m going to go get ready.”
They exchange glances as I stand, and I know they all think I’m an asshole. They’re right, but excuse the fuck out of me for not being happy about this farewell tour. As much as I’m excited about the concept and the new music, I’m still pissed about this being the end.
As the shower warms up, I strip off my clothes and toss a towel on the counter. Once I’m under the spray, I try to allow myself to relax as I soap up. Maybe jacking off will make me feel better. It can’t hurt to try.
With one hand pressed against the wall and the other stroking my soapy cock, I close my eyes and think about the hot blonde from the bar I fucked in the bathroom the other night. About a minute into my fantasy, my thoughts get away from me. Before I know it, I’m thinking about the song I can’t write, the author we can’t find, and how not in the mood I am for a show tonight.
My dick is barely sporting a semi at this point, and that pisses me off even more. I want to come and can’t even get myself off. I finish rinsing and get dressed. I’ve got thirty minutes to kill before we go, which is enough time to catch up with Bethie for a bit.
Explain to me again why you’re not coming tonight?
Bethie: Don’t remind me. I have to work tomorrow, but there’s nothing more I wish I were doing than watching your last big California show.
Fuck, she just nailed it on the head, didn’t she?
I didn’t even think about that until you just said it. This blows.
Bethie: I know it does. I’m happy for Noah and Wyatt, but I’m so sad for you and Darren.
What about you? How do you feel?
Bethie: Honestly? I’m torn. I want to be happy, but it’s hard when I know it’s making you miserable.
I’ll be okay.
Bethie: I know you will, but that doesn’t make it suck any less. I’m sorry Sawyer, truly. If it’s any consolation, I loved you before you were THE SAWYER WESTON and I’ll love you even when you’re back to being just Sawyer again.
Haha so now you’ve got jokes.
Bethie: Always for you. Promise me something?
Anything for you.
Bethie: Have fun tonight. Enjoy it, Sawyer, seriously. Take it all in and experience it like it’s the first time. More than anything, I want you to leave this last tour with happy memories. Get a jump on it and start tonight.
I’ll do my best.
Bethie: That’s all I ask. Love you.
Love you too.
As Noah knocks on my door, telling me it’s time to go, I try to convince myself to listen to her and have a good time. After all, this is the beginning of the end.

I’m breathless, sweaty, and exhilarated. There’s no better high than being on stage in front of tens of thousands of people. We’re huddled together in the corridor, catching our breath before we go out for our encore. Our PA is babbling about who the fuck knows what, and Darren turns to me with a smirk.
“How many?” I ask, knowing damn well he wants to brag.
“Five bras, at least a dozen pairs of panties, and a paper airplane with a phone number.” He laughs with that last part.
“They’re bold, aren’t they? Just think, that’s what made it to the back of the stage where you are. Imagine all the floaters off to the side and what we ‘accidentally’ kicked back off while performing.”
“This is exactly why we don’t use groupie condoms,” Darren muses.
“Amen to that,” we all counter. Our PA is frustrated at this point. She knows we’re not listening to her.
“Listen, guys, I know you’re pros and shit, but this is what you pay me for. Two-minute countdown, okay? At least nod so I know you’re somewhat listening.”
“We’re listening,” Noah remarks, but his eyes are elsewhere. That catches my attention because it’s dead back here tonight since we only have event staff and ours. When he turns back to the group, I follow his gaze, and my throat suddenly dries up.
I don’t see her face, but her body is bangin’. She’s got curves for days in all the right places. My cock twitches as I tug my lip ring with my teeth. She must feel my eyes on her because she turns around. It’s just a quick glance, but it’s long enough for her to blush and for me to notice. She’s pretty in an effortless way—minimal makeup and dressed casually in a pair of jeans showcasing every delicate curve. There’s nothing band-related on her body and that fact alone makes my breath catch.
“It’s time, Bastards, get out there and shut this bitch down! On three!” We all jump in for the count as Amy counts us down. “One, two, three!” This is why she’s the best PA ever; she’s got energy for days.

Mac ushers us into the SUV, and I’m in a fucking daze. Me—Sawyer fucking Weston. I’m not sure what is going on tonight, but I’ve never been more irritated and more turned on by a woman than I have been the last hour by Amelia Greyson.
We’re only in the car seconds and I’ve already got her book downloaded onto my phone. As much shit as I’ve talked to Wyatt, I can’t have a physical copy laying around, but fuck me, I need to see what’s inside this chick’s head.
Warren looks at the two of us excitedly. “So what do you guys think? Is she really the one?”
“Yeah, she is,” Noah and I agree in unison.
“She’ll be on the buses with you, and she’ll have your phone numbers … you have to be okay with that. For the next three hundred sixty-five days and the international portion, she’ll be with you night and day. You’re sure you’re on board?”
We both nod, each lost in our thoughts.
“She’s pretty perfect, but I need to put this out there. If either of you fuck her it could be a real disaster. You know that, right?”
“She’s a bitch. I’m not going to fuck her.” The words fly out of my mouth before I can think. I’m in defensive mode right now, but that was still messed up.
“She’s direct and blunt, but she’s not a bitch. Say something now if this is going to be an issue, Sawyer, I mean it,” Warren cautions, and I exhale. I can’t fuck this up; something tells me I want this girl on tour with us more than I’ve ever wanted anything.
“It’s not a problem. I’m just hungry and tired.” Hungry for Princess’s pretty little lips to be wrapped around my cock like they were with that water bottle earlier. I’m pretty sure the attraction is mutual too.
“You’re sure your ego can take it? She’s not going to go easy on you.”
“What, Warren? You think I can’t give as good as I get? I’ll be fine.”
“That’s what I’m worried about,” he mumbles before turning his attention to Noah. “What about you? You’re awfully quiet.”
“I think she’s a good fit. The best out of all of them. Up until an hour ago, I was beginning to think Sawyer and Wyatt were right and maybe we should scrap the book. This will be good, Warren, she will be good. We’ll make her feel at home.”
“Not too at home,” he cautions warily.
“Of course not,” He agrees with a chuckle.
I saw Noah checking her out and how he responded to her, but Noah is nice to everyone. It’s hard as hell for me to gauge who he’s actually interested in and who he’s just being nice to. I’ll have to find the time to talk to him about her because I don’t want to be in another Marilyn situation again.
Warren calls Sam to talk details as Mac drives us back to the Malibu house. When Warren hangs up, he rubs his hands together gleefully. Sometimes, Warren is the biggest kid of all of us.
“Sam is completely on board. In fact, he said I could tell Amelia they want to offer her a contract on The O Factor.”
Noah smiles. “You’re going to make her night, Warren.”
“We’re going to make her night,” I say, correcting Noah.
He high-fives me and leans back with a smile as Warren spouts off details. When he gets to the financials, he pauses.
“What?” I ask as he scribbles out something on his paperwork.
“She’s a new author. I think we need to revise the pay. Everyone else was established, paying them two hundred thousand a year seemed right, but maybe we should offer her less. Maybe one twenty-five?”
“That seems a bit low,” Noah hedges.
“That’s bullshit and you know it. Give her two fifty.”
Warren and Noah’s mouths are both gaping open. “Sawyer, that’s insane. She’s already getting a book deal and a percentage of the royalties,” Warren clarifies.
“Yeah, and she’s giving up a year of her life to travel on a fucking bus with four strangers. She’s going to put up with all of our shit, especially mine. Consider it hazard pay for dealing with me. Two hundred wasn’t enough in the first place, but I didn’t like those other people, so if they took that money, it was on them.”
Noah’s interest is piqued. “And it’s not on her?”
“To an extent, sure. But like Warren said, she’s new, she’s green around the gills and probably doesn’t have a clue how contracts are written. We don’t know her situation or anything about her. Hiring an attorney on a weekend premium will cost an arm and a leg. There’s a real chance she could go into debt just trying to make an informed decision about this. At least she will if she’s smart, and I think we can all agree she seems fucking smart.”
I’m not sure why I feel the need to defend her, but I do know what it was like to be new in an industry and get nickeled and dimed to death. I may not be on board with all of Noah’s fate shit, but I believe in karma, and I don’t want to fuck anyone over.
Noah smirks but eventually nods his head in agreement. “He’s right, we should have offered more from the get-go. If her book is as good as Anna and Sam say, and it probably is because she has the bestselling ranking to back it up, she deserves more. We’re putting our trust in her, so she should be able to trust us to protect her right off the bat.”
Warren mumbles again but scratches out his new numbers and writes a big 250K with a circle around it. Seeing him give in is oddly satisfying. It’s not often I win a battle of wills with him.
When we arrive at the house, Warren exits the car, but Noah grabs my wrist, holding me back. “That was nice of you,” he muses.
“There’s a difference between nice and fair.”
“Maybe. She got to you, didn’t she? Are you upset she called you out on your shit?”
“Do I look upset? She’s a princess, Noah, and she’s going to hate me because I’m everything she isn’t, but we don’t screw our employees. Never have, and I’ll be damned if we start now.”
“Okay, if that’s all there is to it, I’ll let it drop.”
“Thank you.”
Noah grins and hops out of the SUV. “Come on, I’m starving, and we get to go make someone’s life a little bit better tonight.”
I’ve got no doubt Amelia will be excited about the deal with SOS, but I’m not sure how she’s going to feel about our offer. It would be a dream come true for most people, but if there’s one thing she’s shown us tonight, she’s not most people by a longshot.

 “I should go talk to Mel.” Belle excuses herself from the table and Noah follows, giving her a blanket to take down to the beach. While he leads her to the stairs outside, we all sit quietly and finish our dinner. That was beyond strange yet not exactly unexpected.
“She’s not going to do it, and if she doesn’t, we need to just cancel this book. It’s not like we have to do it anyway,” Wyatt says.
“No, but it would be fucking cool to have a book,” Darren says as he tosses a piece of garlic bread in his mouth.
With a glare at them, I push my plate away in frustration. “This book isn’t just for us. It’s for everyone. The fans, other celebrities, our family. Unless you’re famous, you don’t understand the toll this life takes on you. How hard things are. I can’t even buy a box of condoms without the pictures ending up all over the tabloids. If people understood what we actually go through just trying to live our day-to-day lives, maybe things would get easier. If more celebrities spoke up, maybe people like Sara wouldn’t become fixated on people like Noah.”
Noah enters on the tail end of my rant and takes his seat before contributing. “It’s true, this book could make a difference, but for me, it’s more about giving our fans a piece of us. A final glimpse into our world. I want them to feel our highs as well as our lows. It’s like Sawyer said, we want to give our fans an insider’s look at our lives. If we can show them the good, bad, and everything in between, hopefully it will give them the closure they need and a newfound respect for what we go through. Which, in turn, could make our retirement a whole lot easier.”
Warren nods as he stands. “It’s up to you guys. If Amelia won’t do it, you’ll have to kill the project or pick one of the others. We’re out of time and out of options. I’ve got to get some work done.” After tossing his napkin down, Warren walks away.
“So …” Darren begins, dragging out his thought while he makes sure the office door closes behind Warren. “Belle’s a fucking hottie. I’m going to grab a blanket and go chat her up for a bit.”
Groaning, Noah gets back up. “Then I guess I’ll come with you and bring Amelia back up to the house. God only knows how long you’ll be down on that beach.”
“Hopefully long enough to show Belle I’ve got mad skills. Round one might be quick, but round two will display my epic fucking capabilities. She had me practically busting a nut in my pants earlier. I just about had my hand down her pants before someone interrupted us for dinner. I’ve been blue balling it ever since.”
He tosses a pointed glare at Wyatt, who shrugs it off casually. “Whatever, dude. Next time I’ll let Warren catch you fucking instead and have her pulled from the tour before it even starts. How’s that?”
“Okay, I’ll give you that. Thanks for the save.”
After they head down to the beach, Wyatt turns his attention to me. “You all right?” Sometimes, I wish I was the easy-going one because I want to be the one going down there to check on her instead of my brother.
“Yeah, just got a lot on my plate right now, you know?”
“Don’t let them get to you, Sawyer. We can push off the title track a few more weeks if we have to.”
I know Wyatt is only trying to help, but I’m stuck on the sexual chemistry between me and this girl. If I could funnel that energy into our song, it would be a hit.
“I appreciate the support, but you know as well as I do I’m about out of time.”
“Then let’s rally tomorrow. Like the old days, just hang out and jam our asses off. Inspiration always hits when we let everything go.”
It’s been a while since we’ve said fuck it and had a band jam day. “Let’s do it. I’m going to go to the garage and clear my head a bit.”
“Movie night later?”
God love Wyatt, he’s doing everything he can to relax me. “Sounds good. Text me when you’re ready.”
After quickly running down to the garage to get my journal, I run back up to my room. I need to take a shower, but my curiosity gets the best of me, and I pick up my phone and open Amelia’s book to a random page. I’m dying to know what’s inside this girl’s head.
Joss laid motionless under Sam.
“Babe, that was nice,” he murmured against her heated skin. Par for the usual course lately, he rolled off her and went into the bathroom to ditch the condom and clean up.
Tired of being his pump and dump receptacle, Joss stuck to the decision she made earlier and reached into her nightstand. After smoothing a bit of lubricant onto her favorite vibrator, she reached between her legs so she could finish herself off. Gasping as the bunny ears teased her tender clit, she set the vibrator to a comfortable pulse and fucked herself the way she deserved.
“What are you doing?” Sam hissed from the entryway.
“Isn’t it obvious?” she asked through her pleasure. “I’m taking care of my needs since you seem to have forgotten how.”
Sam remained motionless, but his eyes never left hers. Joss imagined it was him between her legs as his lustful gaze raked up her body. They’d been together for a while, but she was tired of accepting complacency. She was always going to long for the pleasure he used to bring her, and if he wouldn’t give it to her, she wasn’t going to stick around any longer waiting for him. Crying out as her orgasm crashed over her, Joss gave into every sensation and thrashed across the bed. As the sensations subsided, she turned off the vibrator and gasped for air.
“That was so fucking sexy,” Sam said, crawling into bed with her.
Turning to him, Joss made her intentions clear. “Sam, I love you, but that’s the last time I come thinking of you if you’re not the one bringing me pleasure. If it’s not you getting me off next time, I’ll find someone else who wants the job.”
My dick is hard, and I’ve got a million questions running through my mind. The first thing I want to know is how much truth is in her fiction? Did Amelia’s man leave her high and dry? If he did, he’s a fucking fool. The sexual vibes that radiate between us have already convinced me she’s the kind of girl who gives as good as she gets. And I’m the kind of guy who gives again and again.
Fuck, I need a shower.
After removing my shoes and putting my clothes in the hamper, I hop under the heated spray and try clearing my mind. It’s no use; I’m still picturing the glimmer of lust in Mel’s eyes from when I told her I wanted to put her over my knee. I want to smack that tight ass of hers until it’s pink and she’s begging me to fuck her.
Unlike earlier today, my cock is rock hard. My soaped-up fingers circle the tip of my dick, my pre-cum adding to the slickness. With my head against the tile wall, I work myself to the point of no return. Imagining Amelia’s pretty, pouty lips circling my dick and swallowing me down her throat is my undoing. My body trembles with the aftershocks of one of the best orgasms I’ve ever had. Getting myself off shouldn’t feel that good, but damn … it was like she was right here with me.
How am I letting this girl I don’t even know get under my skin? She’s bitchy, sarcastic, and undeniably sexy in the most obscure way. She’s not one iota my type, yet I can’t get her out of my head. I just need to sleep with her and get it out of my system. She seems like the kind of woman who can handle a one-night stand. And since she doesn’t like me or my band, I won’t have to worry about her turning into a clinger.
I’ve just wrapped my towel around my waist and cracked the bathroom door when I hear someone step into my room. No one comes in without knocking, ever. If it’s not her, it’s Belle, but one of them is about to get a surprise.
Rapidly flipping the light off, I open the door and pull the unsuspecting girl inside. “What the fuck?” she gasps.
It’s her.
“Fucking hell, Princess,” I growl. The room is dark and steamy, and before she can tell me to shove my Princess comment where the sun doesn’t shine, my mouth crashes against hers. As I wrap an arm around her waist and pull her closer, I weave the fingers of my free hand through her hair. Her scent is intoxicating, and as I slide my tongue across her lips, she opens to me. My heart pounds in my chest as our tongues meet for the first time. Her mouth tastes like heaven, but the two of us together could easily burn a path straight to hell.
Her body fits perfectly against mine, and as our tongues duel for control, she wraps her arms around me and releases her soft cries of pleasure against my mouth.
If another woman had ever kissed me like this, I would have given up my bachelorhood a long time ago.
She tugs my lip ring with her teeth, and it sends a jolt straight to my cock. I’m moaning just as much as she is, and when her body begins grinding against my dick, I slide my hand down her tight little ass, bringing us even closer together. I want her doggy style on my bed, and the thought alone practically takes me to my knees. Her gasp brings me back to the present as she abruptly pushes me away.
What the fuck?
“We can’t.” Her voice is a breathless whisper.
“Oh, Princess,” I say, placing her hand on my dick, “I’m pretty sure we can.”
She laughs, and it’s like music for my soul. With a laugh like that, I have to see her smile, so I flip on the light and she blinks rapidly. Oops, guess I didn’t exactly think that through, but oh well, it’s worth it because she’s still smiling and it looks damn good on her. Once her eyes focus, she takes me in. There isn’t an inch of my body her gaze doesn’t roam across. I know she said no, but when she licks her lips and bites down on her bottom lip, I know it’s her mind talking over her sex drive.
When her eyes land on my chest, the rapid rise and fall of hers becomes noticeable. This girl has a thing for my piercings. I’m tempted to drop my towel, if for no other reason than to see her lick those luscious lips of hers again. Too bad, she’s starting to come to her senses, I was enjoying the pheromone high between us.
With a regretful look, she speaks, “I’m sorry, but I can’t do this.”
“Your body says otherwise,” I counter, curious as hell to see how this is going to play out.
“Maybe it does, but I don’t think with my body anymore, I think with my mind. We can’t do this if I’m coming on tour with you.”
So she made her decision. All right, I’ll play her game … for now. I’ll deal with a temporary disappointment as long as I know I’ve got access to her for the next year and a half. I’ll talk to Noah about her tonight and tell him how I feel because if there’s one thing I know as easily as my own name, it’s that me and Princess are meant to be fuck buddies.
“All right. I’ve never had a woman turn me down before. I’m not sure I like it. It’s your call, Princess. You know where to find me if you change your mind.”
While she picks her jaw up off the floor, I walk out and close the door behind me, then I drop my towel and hurry up and get dressed. When I grab my phone, I see Wyatt has already texted about movie night.
When I enter the living room, Warren looks up in surprise. “Did you just get out of the shower?”
“Yeah, gave Princess in there quite a shock.”
Wyatt chuckles as Warren blushes. “Shit, is she still coming on tour with us?”
“Seems like it.”
Amelia walks back into the room, and Warren apologizes to her as the guys start debating movie choices. After it’s decided we’re going to watch Goonies, Noah goes to grab some snacks.
“Still coming on tour with us?” I ask, and she looks at me with a mixture of defiance and defeat before answering.
“Of course. I’m looking forward to it.”
I bet she is; I know I am. “Okay, give me your phone then.”
“My … my … you want my phone?” She swallows hard, and I do my best not to laugh at her. Most girls would have given it to me in a heartbeat.
“Yes, Princess, your phone. If you’re coming with us, we’re going to need to talk details, and I’m sure you’re going to have questions. We want you to be one hundred percent on board. But if I put our numbers in your phone and you fuck us and give them out, I will make your life hell.”
I say it with a smile, but I’m only half joking. The last thing in the world I want to do again is get another new phone number.
“I would never do that. I promise.” She sounds honest enough, so I add all of our numbers to her contacts. Wyatt watches with rapt attention; I’m pretty sure he’s on to me but whatever. After programming our numbers, I put her number in my phone while wracking my brain to come up with a hello song to send her. She seems like she’s got a good sense of humor, so I settle on “Hello, I Love You” by The Doors.
When I give her back her phone, she pulls the message up, snorting when she sees it. Unfortunately, she’s sitting next to Noah, or I might joke with her. Surprisingly enough, a few minutes later I get a reply, and it’s all I can do not to laugh out loud. Instead, when I click on her text, I cough into my hand when I find the link to “My Name Is” by Eminem. This tour that I’ve been dreading for months has suddenly become a lot more appealing.
 




It Doesn’t Matter Anyway
Amelia and Belle ended up staying until about five in the morning. After Goonies, Wyatt threw on some reality T.V., and Princess fell asleep, eventually slumping onto Noah’s shoulder. He fell asleep, too, knowing he’d wake her if he moved. At least, I hope that’s why.
It’s not uncommon for me to read while we all hang out, so I pull up her book on my phone and go back to the beginning. It doesn’t take long before I’m completely sucked in.
My name is Joss Kline and my husband, who you will be hearing a lot about, is Sam Kline. I’ve never been a believer in romance or happily ever afters, but I do believe in good sex. A strong O game has to be part of any good relationship. My husband Sam had the strongest O game I’d ever experienced, and the fact he’s one sexy bastard doesn’t hurt either.
We dated for about a year and a half before my O’s disappeared. Our relationship was great, we still had sex often, but I’d become a tool for his release, my needs brushed aside. One day, I sat back and tried to figure out what was going on. Why had my O’s vanished but his still went on stronger than ever? I dubbed it The O Factor, and trying to figure it out became my mission.
When I began playing detective, the last thing I wanted was the puzzle to end with a ring on my finger. I just wanted my mother fucking O’s back, and if they were with Sam that was perfect, if not, well, it was his loss, not mine. Okay, maybe a little bit mine. I mean, after all, even without my O’s he still rocked my world, but those O’s are really fucking important to a healthy sex life.
What happened next led us both on a sexual discovery mission that, to be frank, has spiced up our love life in more ways than I could have ever imagined. If you want to know what happened, how I brought the O game back into my world and kept it there, keep reading. My first bit of advice to you all is, in order to keep your O game, you must never, ever, accept complacency in your relationship. Complacency is where the O Factor hides. As soon as you hit that bump in your relationship and choose not to rebound, it’s over. Want to find out how I rebounded? Keep reading.
And I did. I kept reading until Belle and Darren came back inside looking windswept and well fucked. He was even holding her hand and walked her out. I think he’s got it bad, but as I watch Noah walk Amelia to the door, I realize I’m pretty sucked into her orbit, and I’ve got no room to judge.
Yawning, Noah grabs a bottle of water from the fridge. “I’m off to bed,” he calls while walking to his room. Wyatt went to bed hours ago, as did Warren, so it’s only Darren and me now.
“I fucked her bareback,” Darren blurts out, his words stopping me in my steps toward the table. Turning around slowly, I let his words sink in. I only have one question for him.
“Why?”
He takes a seat, and I follow, waiting for his answer. “I’m not exactly sure.”
“We don’t know her. She’s a reporter who trolls bands for a living. You’re going to end up being her baby daddy, you just wait and see.”
That is the last thing I want for my best friend. Darren has a pure heart of gold, and if he knocks up some random chick, it’s going to fuck him for life.
“Have you ever met someone and, for some inexplicable reason, been drawn to them? Man, I could be the world’s biggest sucker, but I believe she’s sincere. And we did sort of talk about STI’s and birth control and shit. I like her, Sawyer, a lot.”
“I kissed her Princess pal tonight,” I admit in a rush, and a huge grin spreads across his face.
“Tell me more.”
What can I tell him without sounding like a total bitch? “It was hot, and if she hadn’t pulled away, I would have fucked her. With protection,” I add because he needs to be reminded his life isn’t a fucking joke.
“Protection from now on, I promise. I’ve never done that before, and let me tell you, sex without a condom is almost like a whole different experience. But enough about me and my awesome night. Do you think she’s into you?”
“I think she’s guarded, and she’s more concerned about her job than she is about a relationship.”
With wide eyes, Darren covers his mouth to stifle his laugh. Once he’s composed himself, he points at me. “You said relationship. Looks like I’m not the only one who feels sucked into an alternate reality tonight.”
“I didn’t mean …” Tugging on my lip ring, I think carefully about what I’m about to say. “Shit, whatever. That kiss was earth-shattering, and if that’s what people feel when they meet someone they like, I’ve been doing this shit all wrong.”
“You need to talk to Noah.”
“Yeah, I know. I wanted to do it tonight, but I guess it will have to keep until the morning. The last thing we need is another Marilyn situation on our hands.”
“You’ll figure it out, the two of you are tighter than ever. Well, other than the residual issues with our impending retirement.”
“It’s done. We’ll open a record company or some shit and record your next band.”
Darren points at himself before turning and looking around the room. “Uh-uh, a new band isn’t in it for me. These last nine years have been a blast because I’ve been able to spend time with my brothers. But fuck if I’m going to pick up and start touring again. This shit is not for the faint of heart.”
“Hm, I really thought it would be you who kept going.”
“Nope, I’m looking forward to finding a cool chick to chill with who will cook her ass off for me. I’m ready for real home-cooked meals again. You, on the other hand, were meant for the stage. You should be the one to keep going.”
I’m getting antsy with this conversation. Me on a stage by myself, touring alone, isn’t something I’ve ever wanted. It’s easy to display an asshole persona when I’m surrounded by my family, but to be a solo act? It’s just not in my nature.
“You know that will never happen.”
He frowns at my low tone. “It’s a shame, Sawyer, your talent is a gift.”
“So is yours,” I counter easily.
“Noted. Let’s get some sleep because I can’t wait to see how Noah reacts when you tell him you finally like a girl. I know it’s early, but I’m happy for you. Night, man.” After patting my shoulder, he goes to his room, and after turning off the lights, I go to mine.
I’m too hyped up to sleep though. After stripping down to my boxers, I start reading the book again, and I don’t stop until I finish and the sun is shining brightly in my room. I hear Noah’s door open and look at the clock. It’s after ten. I can’t believe I read an entire book in five hours. It was good; Amelia has a way with words. She grabbed me and pulled me into her story, and I never looked back. I have so many questions I want to ask her, but I know one thing for sure. She’s exactly the person we needed to tell our story.
After taking a piss, I throw on some clothes and head out into the kitchen to talk to Noah. He’s standing at the counter smiling away. It’s nice to see him in a good mood, but then again, Noah usually is.
“We should talk,” I tell him as I pop a coffee pod into the Keurig.
“It’s like you can read my mind. That still might be the best part of being a twin. You want to go first?”
“Nah, you can. Let me get a few sips of coffee in before I have to actually get deep.”
With a curious glance at me, he takes a seat at the table, and I join him when my coffee is finished.
“Look, I think we might have a problem bringing Amelia with us on the road.”
My heart lurches at his words, but Noah is so excited he doesn’t notice how what he just said affects me.
“Why?” I’m hoping that came off nonchalant and not anxious.
“Because I like her, Sawyer. I mean, really like her.”
Darren stumbles over his own feet as he walks in on the tail end of Noah’s confession. Fucking A, this was not how I thought this conversation was going to go.
“Noah … I don’t know, I mean …”
In his excitement, he doesn’t even realize I’m tripping over my words, which is very unlike me. I don’t have trouble speaking; it’s not in my nature.
“I know. It’s the worst timing to think I may be falling for someone, and we could pick one of the other writers, but she’s the best out of them all. Do you think it could work? That we could have a friendship and, if I’m lucky, maybe more? Damn, Sawyer, I haven’t felt like this about anyone in a long-ass time.”
Darren winces as if in pain and, after the Marilyn thing, I do the only thing I can, the only thing that’s right. “I’m sure it will be fine, Noah. She doesn’t seem like the kind of girl who moves quickly anyway. Be her friend and see what happens. I’m sure she’ll appreciate your friendship, especially since she’ll be on our bus and she already thinks I’m a dick.”
“She’s going to be on our bus? And you’re not a dick, Sawyer, you’re just rough around the edges at times.”
Darren is mouthing words rapidly to me, but I’m ignoring him. I don’t need to know what he’s saying; I can already hear him bitching me out in my head. “Yeah, Warren sent out an email this morning about how inappropriate it would be for her to bunk with them because Wyatt is married and all. Did you, uh, make a move on her last night or anything?”
Darren turns his attention to Noah, but Noah shakes his head. “No way. We just talked, but she felt comfortable enough with me to fall asleep on my shoulder. That has to mean something, right?”
I want to yell that it doesn’t mean shit because she kissed me and she liked it. He should know our chemistry is off-the-charts insane. But I don’t tell him any of that because she pushed me away. Maybe she doesn’t want me like I want her. Maybe Noah really is her choice and that’s why she backed off, why she automatically sat next to him, and why she fell asleep on him.
“Sorry, guys, I’m really tired. I didn’t get any sleep because I’m stressed out about this song. Give me a couple of hours to nap and then we’ll jam.”
Noah furrows his brow with worry. “Are you okay? Is that what you wanted to talk about?”
“I just wanted to run some ideas by you, but we’ll do it later. Maybe I’ll be in a better frame of mind if I get some sleep.”
“Okay, I’m going to go for a walk on the beach. It’s gorgeous outside today.”
When I’m halfway to my room, I hear the sliding glass door open and then close, and Darren follows me into my room not more than five seconds later.
“What the hell, Sawyer? You have to tell him you kissed her! We can’t go through this again! It’s not fair to Noah, and it’s not fair to the band.”
I don’t even have it in me to argue with him because he’s right, but Noah is my brother, and he’s lit up brighter this morning than a tree on Christmas.
“Actually, I don’t have to tell him. I think I misread the entire situation. She pushed me away, Darren, after she spent an hour talking to him down on the beach. When she came inside, she pushed me away and claimed the spot next to him on the couch. She’s already made her choice.”
Sadness fills his features. “Man, don’t do this. I’ve never seen you so fired up over a chick. Don’t let your self-doubt cloud your judgment on this. Not this time, Sawyer. For once, fight for what you want. You’ve got her number. Call her or text her and ask her what she wants.”
“Like that’s not premature or anything.”
“At least you’d be fighting for what you want! I know you love Noah and you feel like shit for what happened with the bitch, but dammit, Sawyer, you’ve always taken all the fault for that situation. You weren’t the only one in the wrong.”
Darren is angry and in protective mode. If I’m not careful, he’ll tell Noah.
“Maybe not, but I was the only one who was too high to realize he was fucking his brother’s girl. I owe him one. Hell, I owe him everything. This is nothing. I kissed her once. Big fucking deal. I kiss girls all the time and never tell him about it, so she won’t be any different. If they start dating, I’ll tell him, so there’s no … conflict of interest or whatever, but I’m fine, Darren. I’m stepping back. Noah deserves to be happy.”
He shakes his head and stares at me in disappointment. “You deserve happiness too, Sawyer. Noah isn’t the only Weston twin who does good things for people. You do them for Noah all the time and he doesn’t even realize it. If this were any other fucker, you’d be cocky and arrogant and get the girl just because you could. Instead, once again, you’re falling on your sword. I really hope you don’t regret this, man. For all our sakes. I’m going to go see my parents for a bit. Text me when you’re ready to jam.”
“Darren, wait …”
He pauses at my door and turns around.
“This isn’t just anyone. It’s Noah. Lifelong romantic, believer in fate, soul mates, love at first sight, and above all else, happily ever afters. He falls quickly, loves passionately, and never second-guesses his feelings. But … he doesn’t fall recklessly. Noah sees something in the women he chooses, and you know better than anyone it doesn’t happen often. Maybe this could someday mean something to me. Or maybe I would fuck it up. But it already means something to him.”
With an unusually sad expression, Darren shakes his head. “It’s sad you can’t admit to yourself she already means something to you too.”
After he leaves, I’m lying on my bed when the words start coming to me in a rush. I always keep a pen and a songwriting journal next to my bed because inspiration tends to hit me in the middle of the night.
Was it just an illusion?
The way you looked at me.
Didn’t sparks fly, when your lips met mine?
Your love is an illusion
Not given without strings
You can’t be mine forever
Not while wearing his wedding ring.
I scribble the lyrics furiously. They don’t make much sense, but it’s something, a start, and for the first time in almost a year I feel my creative spark coming to life. I may not be getting the girl, but getting my writing mojo back is the next best thing.
Over the next two hours, I write and rewrite as I figure out lyrics and potential melodies to go with them. When my phone buzzes next to me, I snatch it up eagerly, wondering if it could be her. But of course, it isn’t.
Darren: Let me know when you’re up.
Never went to bed come in if you want to.
A few minutes later, my door swings open and his eyes sweep across my bed. There are at least a dozen drafts spread about, and when he realizes what he’s seeing, he comes closer.
“You’re back?”
“I’m back, check this out.” I hand him the song I just finished and wait for his input. I don’t have to wait long.
“Dude, this is … damn, Sawyer.”
“It’s bad, huh? I’ve been tweaking and tweaking it for the last two hours, but maybe I need to start over.”
“Don’t you fucking dare. This is the best song you’ve written in ages. It goes perfectly with the title and the new album. It’s legit. This right here is what it’s all about. This is Bastards and Dangerous … Unplugged.”
“Yeah?” I ask with a grin.
“Hell yeah. But do you know what else this is?” He answers without waiting for me, “This is your heart speaking, Sawyer. I won’t say anything, but this is putting Amelia on blast for choosing your brother. You just built a future for them, and you don’t even know that is going to be the case.”
“I did not.”
With a snort, he tosses the page back at me. “You totally did, but it’s good. If what’s happening is going to bring out this side of you, I’m looking forward to seeing you kicking ass with new creations even though I’d rather see you put yourself ahead of Noah for once.”
“He’d do the same for me.”
Darren stares at me for a moment before answering. “I know he would, I just wish this time he got the chance to. You always seem to beat him to the punch. I love Noah, you know that, so I’m not hating on the dude. I’ve just never seen you the way I saw you last night. Can’t blame a brother for being in your corner. Anyway, when do you want to start laying down tracks?”
I’m so fucking bleary-eyed I can’t stand it. It’s close to one now. “Can you send a group text? Tell everyone we have a new song and we’ll lay it down after dinner. That will give me a few hours to catch some Zs so my voice doesn’t sound like shit.”
“Will do. You did good, Sawyer, with the song and with Noah. I’m bummed for you, but I’m also really proud of you, man. There’s no one else I’d want to have my back than you.”
“I’ve always got your six, Darren … and thanks.”

It always amazes me how a few hours of sleep, a shower, and some good food can revitalize a person. We’re all down in the garage studio getting ready to start working, but first, they’re passing around copies of the song for everyone to get on the same page and suggest necessary changes.
Darren was able to build off the music while I napped, and he pretty much finished it by the time I woke up.
“Damn, Sawyer, you did this in just a few hours? It’s definitely … different.”
“Different bad?” I ask Wyatt.
“No, it’s great. It’s got a romantic vibe to it, which is fine, but it’s acoustic and softer, so it seems like a leap. But the end … that’s the fucked-up part, the part that makes this song all you. I’m excited as fuck to lay these tracks down. This is going to be a hit, man.”
Noah keeps looking from his paper to me and back down again. I think about what Darren said about my heart and wonder if Noah will pick up on it too. I hope not. When he finally opens his mouth to talk, his words surprise me.
“This song is almost enough for me to say we should forget about retiring and keep touring. You outdid yourself, Sawyer. Your talent is endless. Songwriting is your gift, you really should think about doing it for others. You’d make a killing. I’m proud of you, baby brother.”
Relief floods through me when I realize Noah is beaming with pride.
Warren jumps on the praise train too. “The song is fantastic, Sawyer. It’s exactly what this album needs. Before we get to recording, I wanted to give you all an update. Amelia sent over her signed contracts by courier this evening. She’s officially on board, and as long as her background check pans out and you’re all still in agreement, she’s your newest addition to the tour.”
“You need to call her, Warren, and tell her she needs to have an attorney look over those papers. I don’t want to be accused of fucking her over.”
“Calm down, Sawyer. Her attorney’s office already went over everything with her.”
Bullshit. “On a Sunday? I don’t buy it.”
“Ah, she … said she had a family friend who helped her with some paperwork before she was going to ask. A lawyer who helped her deal with her grandmother’s estate.”
“Good, then we’re all set. Things are looking up, guys. It’s fate.”
Noah’s optimism never ceases to amaze me, but I get the feeling there’s something Warren isn’t telling us. Like me, Warren isn’t one who usually trips over his words. It’s his job to be assertive and on the ball. As long as she had the paperwork looked at, that’s all I care about at this point. I’m going to try to push Amelia Greyson out of my mind. Maybe by the time the tour starts, I won’t even remember what it was about her that made my heart race and my dick instantaneously hard.
 




All Aboard – The Beginning Of The Tour
“Sawyer, be safe, okay?” Mom’s eyes fill with tears as she hugs me goodbye.
“I’m good, Mom. Everything will be fine. We’ll be back for Thanksgiving, and soon enough we’ll be home for good.”
Her answering smile is all I need to see. It doesn’t matter how old we get; this woman is going to forever worry about us. “I can’t wait until you’re back for good, and neither can your dad.”
My dad chuckles from across the bus where he’s hugging Noah goodbye. “We love you guys. As long as you’re happy, we’re happy.”
After we’ve swapped parents and hugs, Mom pulls two tins from her bag. “Cookies?”
Noah laughs as I reach for the tins, but Mom knows to only give me mine. “One for you, and one for you. You’ll have to come home for Thanksgiving to get more.”
“As if I’d miss out on cookies.” She narrows her eyes at me, and I hug her one last time. “Just kidding, Mom, you know we won’t miss a family holiday. We’ll Skype in a few days, I promise.”
Once they leave, Noah looks around the bus.
“What’s up?”
“Nothing, just taking it all in, I guess. It’s strange knowing we’re leaving on tour for the last time.”
I swear, I’m trying to be accepting of this, but that sentence really pushes my buttons. “Well, it was your call.”
“Come on, Sawyer, are we ever going to get past this? I thought we’d be okay by now.”
“We’re fine,” I grudgingly admit. “It’s still a sore spot. I’m going to get over it. Just ignore me for now.”
“We’ll make it one for the books, okay? Do tons of fun stuff, take lots of pictures, make a list of all the places we’d like to come back to visit one day when we have the time. Maybe you’ll finally be able to sit down and ask Rhymin’ Rieanne all those questions that have been lingering in your mind.”
Now he’s got me smiling. “For starters, I want to know if that’s her real name.”
“That’s the spirit. I’m sad too, Sawyer, but you know what makes me happy?”
“Retiring?”
He replies with a roll of his eyes. “Haha, you’re so funny. But no. What I was going to say is all I can think about is this being the beginning of something new and amazing for us. Our new business, whatever it will be …”
“Wait, business?”
“Duh, we have to work, and there’s no one else I want to work with than my brothers. We’ve always joked about opening an indie label. Let’s do it. Or something. I don’t want to leave the scene forever, I just need a change of pace.”
Something about his words makes me pause. All this time I just assumed this was his way of cutting things off. He’s always made comments, but this is the first time he’s actually come out and said for sure he still wants me around.
“I’d like that.”
“Me too. I know you’re not there yet, but I’m excited for this next phase. Finding a girl, settling down, getting married, popping out some kids. You need to get on board soon though, Sawyer, because I can’t imagine our kids not growing up together.”
“I can’t either. How are we on such polar opposite ends of the scale on this matter?”
Noah’s always been wise beyond his years, but his next words give me something to think about.
“You’ve had your heart on lockdown since the day you went to Aunt Cindy’s and found all their … bodies … and J. I don’t know what you went through that day, but the after effects … I saw those. When I even think about how bad it was, it breaks my heart, and knowing you and J lived through that massacre … well …”
He pauses and swipes a stray tear from his eye. We don’t talk about this because it’s hard for me, but seeing the effect it’s having on him now makes me realize J and I weren’t as alone as I thought.
“I just don’t know how the two of you got through it and became such incredible people. Both of you were different after that day, and rightfully so. We all were. It completely changed our family dynamic, but it was like I saw that lock click shut around your heart and it’s still there.”
“Noah, come on.”
“Humor me. I only get melodramatic once a year or so, and today is my day.”
“Fine,” I mutter as my heart races nervously.
“Right under the surface I still see the real you. The non-bastard, the guy who does anything for the people he loves. You’re a far better person than I’ll ever be. You ran into that house, Sawyer, fear be damned. I would have fled. It would have broken me, my psyche isn’t that strong. But you persevered, you called for help, you saved J, and it was hard as fuck, but you still came out okay. You are a good man, Sawyer, and you deserve to be happy. You need to start allowing some light into your life. It’s time for you to have your first girlfriend, and when you find the right woman to give you some kids, you can thank me by naming your firstborn after me.”
I chuckle, trying to lighten the heavy mood. “So that whole pep talk was really for you to tell me you want me to name my kid after you?”
“Well, you shouldn’t be the only Weston with a namesake,” he teases, and the air is instantly lighter. I know what he’s trying to do, and I appreciate it, but it’s something I need to think long and hard about and now is not the time.
“They’re here,” Darren says, bounding onto the bus like Tigger and then bouncing right off again.
“Where does he get all that fucking energy?” Noah stares at the invisible trail of speed left in Darren’s wake.
“Fuck if I know, but I wish I had some. Come on, let’s go greet the princesses.”
“Be nice,” he cautions.
“I’m always nice, but if she wants to fit in, she’s going to have to show her worth. I’m not going to be easy on her because she’s a girl.”
“Just don’t be an asshole on purpose all the time, and don’t laugh at her if she’s sick the first few days. You know how hard it was to get used to being on the road in the beginning.”
“I wouldn’t do that.”
“I know, I’m sorry. I’m just nervous.”
Noah is nothing but sincere, and I feel for him. “Me too, but it will be great.”
As we exit the bus, I keep trying to tell myself I believe it.

Noah is taking Amelia to the bus to show her around, and Bethie is giving me the evil eye like a motherfucker right now.
“Shit, I left my laptop in the car. I’ll be back in a few.” Wyatt kisses Anna before he walks away.
With her hands strategically placed on her hips and her eyes dancing with delight, she narrows her focus on me. “You’re in so much trouble. You’ve been holding out on me, Weston, spill it.”
I can’t help but smile at her. With her pixie-like features, she looks like a ticked-off Tinkerbell. Fuck, I love this girl. “There’s nothing to spill, Bethie. Drop it.”
“Ha! I don’t think so. Sawyer Weston, you’re blushing!”
There’s no way I’m blushing, but just in case I lace my arm through hers. “Let’s take a walk around the parking lot, shall we?”
She stretches up on her tiptoes and kisses my cheek. “Lead the way.”
“There’s nothing going on. She’s here to write the book.”
“But you like her. I haven’t seen you light up like that since … well, since the bitch who shall not be named.”
Anna shudders in my arms as if even thinking about her gives her the heebie jeebies.
“I don’t know her enough to like her.”
“But you’re not opposed to liking her,” she presses.
“I’m not opposed to being her friend.”
That stops Anna dead in her tracks. “Are you in love with her?”
“Damn, Bethie, you’re adorable. Let’s turn the dial down on the crazy today, okay? I’m definitely not in love with the princess.”
“Let me count your infractions already, shall I?” She starts ticking off points on her fingers one by one. “You gave her a nickname and, correct me if I’m wrong, I’m the only person who has ever gotten a nickname from you, and we used to be together … sort of.”
“So you’ll admit it when no one is around, huh?”
“Stop, it was like two hours, but still, for nickname purposes, we’re using it. Next, you said you’re willing to be her friend. Sawyer, you don’t do friends. If I recall correctly, you said the only friends you’ll ever make are us because you know we were true to you before your fame.”
She’s got a big point there. That has always been my motto.
“And … this is a big one … she made you blush, Sawyer. Please tell me you love her,” she begs. I want to tell her about the kiss. Anna is one person I never want to lie to.
“Are you done?”
“For now,” she replies, bouncing excitedly on the tips of her toes.
“There are things I want to tell you, but I can’t because you’ll tell Wyatt.”
She immediately frowns, and I squeeze her hand to let her know I understand.
“What I can tell you is if I had a reason to blush, it’s over. Noah called dibs. He really likes her.”
After releasing a huge sigh, she pulls me into a hug. “You’re a good brother, but the world doesn’t revolve around Noah.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I practically growl the words, but she stands her ground.
“It means you forsake your happiness often to be sure Noah stays happy. He does the same for you, I know it’s a two-way street, but it just seems like where girls are concerned, you always back off. Maybe it’s your turn this time.”
In high school, it didn’t matter. Girls were a dime a dozen; if Noah wanted one he could have her. He was always relationship-bound while I was just happy to get laid. It was the same after high school. Groupies are always DTF, but Noah doesn’t do groupies, so we never had to worry there.
“It’s not that big of a deal. I’m not even in relationship mode. It’s cool, Bethie.”
“My spidey sense is telling me it’s a bigger deal than you’re letting on, but I’ll let it go. If you want to talk about it, you know where to find me.”
“See, this is why you’re my best friend. You know when to let shit drop. Thank you.”
Tucking herself under my arm as we walk back to the buses, she laughs. “I know how you work, Sawyer, and when I need to I’ll push your buttons, but today isn’t that day.”
Well, thank God for that.
“I see how you are, Weston, stealing my last few precious minutes with my wife. It’s cool, no big deal.”
“Shut it, Wyatt. You’re the one who picked my best friend to marry. I have to take our stolen moments alone when I can. They don’t come along too often anymore.”
I’m only half joking, and from the sheepish look on his face, he knows it.
“You know I was kidding, right? If you need her, she’s yours. Uh, in the friendship sense that is. She’s mine for everything else.”
Holding up my hand, I stop him from going further. “Stop, just stop. I get off at the friendship stop. You can stay on the train as it chugs along to freaky town. Speaking of, Darren and Belle just got off your bus, go steal the last few minutes and get your freak on before it’s too late.”
Anna kisses me on the cheek and pulls Wyatt. “Come on, loverboy, I need some O’s to remember you by.”
Wyatt picks her up by her waist and spins her around before running with her onto the bus.
Belle and Darren wander over and she cocks a brow at me. “You’re awfully smiley. That’s not common for you, is it?” She’s glowing in an after-sex haze.
“Depends on the day, I guess. You guys all good till next month?”
Darren eyes her lasciviously. “If not, there’s always Skype.”
She bites down on her lip and nods her approval. “You’re a fucking dirty bastard, but I like it.” Belle turns her gaze to me. “Promise you’re going to take care of my girl? Road trips … well, they’re not really her thing.”
With a raised brow, Darren silently questions me as well. Fucker. “She’ll be fine. I’m sure Noah will take good care of her.”
“What about you?” she counters a little too rapidly. “Will you take care of her? She’s pretty fucking special, and I don’t want anything to happen to her. We don’t know each other from Adam, but I need you both to promise me you’ll watch over her. Sometimes Mel needs …”
“What? If she needs something special, we should know.” The sudden panic in my chest is unfamiliar.
“No, nothing like that. She doesn’t have any medical conditions or anything. Mel’s a typical writer and can get lost inside of herself sometimes. Just make sure she takes time for some fun. Push her outside of her comfort zone, make her realize this job is supposed to be an adventure too. She’ll tell the best story for you guys, I have no doubt. I just want her to live a bit. She needs this, more than you could imagine.”
“We can handle that, no problem. Right, Sawyer?”
“Yeah, of course. She’ll be fine. Promise.”
“Will you?” she counters, and I automatically take a step back. Darren covers his mouth and spins in a circle with a look that only describes how I’m feeling. What does she know?
“Why wouldn’t I be? I’m touring with a princess and my brothers. Life couldn’t be better.”
She eyes me suspiciously and then reaches out her hand. “Give me your phone.”
“Why?”
With a quick roll of her eyes, she sighs. “Because, against my better judgment, I think the devil is more redeemable than anyone ever knew.”
Darren and I exchange confused glances. “In English, please?” I prompt.
“Oh yeah, sorry. Because I’m going to take you at your promise, and since you’re on the same bus, I’m going to text you to check in on her. I won’t give out your number. I have a professional reputation to uphold, and one bad word from you could tank it. I’ve got too much to lose, but this is my sister we’re talking about, so please just humor me, okay?”
“You had me at sister. Here.”
She quickly programs her number and gives my phone back. “Thanks,” she says sincerely before we all head back to the bus. This tour is getting off to an interesting start.
A few hours after we’re on the bus, Mel is already asleep. I’ve never seen anyone fall asleep on a bus so fast, it’s like she’s completely at home. Noah and I both went to our respective rooms, and I’ve been lightly playing my guitar and writing down new lyrics. I love being on the bus; it’s been our home for so long that it has a calming effect on me. Only one other place in the world can do that—my grandparents’ house, well … my house now.
My phone goes off, and I grab it anxiously. Before Mel laid down, she said she was turning off her phone but to wake her if we needed her. When I came to my room, I sent her a link to “Welcome to the Jungle” by Guns N’ Roses as a welcome text. I’m decidedly curious to see what, if anything, she’ll text back. Even though she detests our music, she seems to have a good amount of musical knowledge. It’s probably because her best friend is in the business. I’m sure they spend a lot of time together going to gigs and stuff, but something is telling me it goes deeper than that.
Unfortunately, it’s not Mel who is texting but almost as good. It’s my sister Diane. She pops up as Numero Uno because she was the firstborn. Poor Rory shows up as Runt because she was the last.
Numero Uno: Are you all settled on the bus and basking in your happy place?
You know me well. Maybe I’ll just live on the bus and tour the world by myself when it’s over.
Numero Uno: You wouldn’t dare! It’s time to come home, Sawyer.
I’m only kidding, although I might take the girls on a summer trip across America. Want to come? It could be fun.
Numero Uno: Hm a summer on a bus with you and my kids or a summer at home with my husband basking in freedom and uninterrupted sex. Let me think about that for a minute.
Haha! Maybe you’ll give us another set of twins after all. I could use a male namesake this time.
Numero Uno: You only get one of those. I still worry I hurt Noah’s feelings with that. And put a kibosh on the twin curse. We don’t need any of those in this house.
Don’t worry about Noah; he’s fine. He wants me to name my firstborn after him though.
Numero Uno: Like that wasn’t already a given.
Pretty much what I told him.
Numero Uno: So how goes it with the girl? Happen to kiss her again?
Never should have told you. It was a fluke; it’s not going to happen again.
Numero Uno: If it does you’ll have to tell him.
I know, that’s why it won’t.
Numero Uno: Some things can’t be helped. If it happens be happy and then tell your brother you’re falling for someone … finally!
Again, not going to happen but someday maybe.
Numero Uno: Changing your outlook on relationships all of a sudden? Hmm, maybe this girl is good for you.
Maybe … Noah said something earlier that resonated. It’s not her; it’s just the talk we had.
Numero Uno: Keep telling yourself that. She’s the one who opened you up to talking about it in the first place, I’m sure.
She’s right, but I’m not telling her that. And like she can read my mind, her next text makes me laugh.
Numero Uno: You already know that though, and you won’t admit it. Stubborn ass. It’s okay, we still love you.
A video clip pops up next, and I can’t even help the huge smile that creeps across my face when I press play. It’s Diane and the girls, and they’re screaming “We love you, Uncle Sawyer.” These fucking kids melt my cold heart every single time.
Give them a huge hug and a kiss for me and tell them I’m already counting down the days till Thanksgiving. Love you guys.
Numero Uno: Will do. Take care of yourself, Sawyer.
Talking to Diane always makes me feel whole. She’s more than a sister; she’s been a second mom to me. She’s never judged me or made me feel less than, which is huge. Even though I have one of the best families ever, being the second twin has always made me feel somewhat second-best. I know it’s ridiculous and irrational, but it’s how I sometimes feel.
I take a look back at the lyrics I’ve been writing and shake my head. If I put this much of my own truth into my lyrics, I can’t imagine how much of Princess is really in her book.
My soul is dark as night
You can’t see me
But it’s fine
Because in the shadows
I can’t shine
In the shadows
Where I live
You walk by
My fears kick in
You can’t see me
But it’s fine
Because in the shadows
I’m alive
My dark soul
My black heart
Live at peace in the dark
Your white light
Brings me out
Burns me up
And spits me out
An angel
A devil
The darkness
Blinding light
Where are the shadows where I hide?
Come with me
She says
I’m not worth it, I shake my head
Dark shadows
White light
Good or evil?
I can’t decide
Fuck me. Belle and her babbling about the devil being redeemable really got to me. It’s not a bad base for a song one day, but not now, and most likely not with this band. I know they say they want to keep making music, but part of me wonders what the point is? Isn’t it fucked up for the fans to hear new music but never see a tour? I don’t like the idea of singing and never performing. It’s like taking the best part out of the equation.

Last night I heard Princess get up and make something to eat around one in the morning. I thought about going to talk to her and make sure she didn’t need anything, but she’s a big girl, and I need to keep my distance.
A few minutes later I heard her laughing, and a couple of minutes after that my phone buzzed across my dresser. She responded to my earlier text with “2 Of Amerikaz Most Wanted” by 2Pac and Snoop Dogg. This girl is going to be trouble.
Much to my dismay and my delight, it turns out she’s a morning person like me. We had coffee together earlier, and I even shared my Pop-Tarts. I don’t know what it is about her that makes her so easy to talk to. We seem to have a lot in common, and our talk was just getting good when Noah came out and killed the vibe. He wasn’t happy to find me having coffee with Princess in my boxers.
Sometimes he’s a little too respectable. Walking around in my boxers is no different than wearing a pair of shorts, and for fuck’s sake, she’s seen me in less. She’s felt my cock pressing against her warm heat as she practically rode my dick through her clothes. One slip of the towel and it would have been over. She’d have seen it all. Too bad it didn’t happen that way because if it had, she’d likely be in my bed right now instead of hers.
All day she’s been like a walking, talking enigma. Everything she says seems to have a deeper meaning. Mel’s musical knowledge is vast. She can keep up with us, with our jokes, with everything. I tried to ignore how close together Noah and her were at practice today and how easily their conversations seem to flow. Instead, I focused my attention on her response to our music. For someone who hates our band so much, she loves the acoustic stuff. I get her dislike for the hard stuff, it’s not for everyone, but it got me thinking too.
If there are thousands of listeners out there who hate our stuff, I bet they’ll like the new stuff too. I’d never change who we are as a band at the core, but it was nice to think about the possibility of reaching new listeners just by tweaking the volume and rage a bit. I’m wondering if, after some time passes, I can convince Noah to do some local shows. Something small and intimate, like maybe at J’s bar. If the Thanksgiving show goes well there, maybe he’ll be open to the idea. After all, we did get our start at Just an Illusion in the first place.
Noah peeks his head into my room. “Still need to go to the store, Sawyer?”
“Yeah, I need to get off the bus and stretch for a few minutes. Are you coming?”
“Nah, I’m good. I stopped earlier, but Mel needs to grab some stuff. Keep an eye on her, yeah?”
“Of course, we’ll have Mac with us anyway, we’ll be fine.”
The bus pulls a slow roll into Target’s parking lot, and I catch Mel looking out the window with wide eyes.
“We’re going to Target?”
“Problem with that?”
She flashes me a gorgeous smile. The kind nice girls have. The genuine kind where her eyes crinkle and her laugh lines show. I’ve never seen someone so effortlessly beautiful.
“Problem for you maybe. I fucking love Target. It’s my happy place.”
Noah’s cracking up. He knows I like to get in and out before I get noticed. This could be fun though, so I decide to fuck with her a bit.
“That’s fine. Just know the longer you take in your happy place, the more risk you take of being labeled the new mystery woman in Sawyer Weston’s life.”
“True dat,” Darren says as he enters the bus. “Paps love giving Sawyer fake girlfriends.”
“Please, I can handle the media and fangirls. Let’s go.”
It’s dark outside. These trips are always best done under the cover of night. I toss on a baseball hat and my sunglasses, and we meet Mac outside. Princess turns to me and smirks.
“Who are you, Corey Hart?” And again, she slays me with her musical references. “You know … “Sunglasses at Night”?”
“I know who he is, Princess. Are you a closet Corey fan?”
She does a little happy skip as we walk inside, and she grabs a shopping cart. “My dad was, sort of.” She doesn’t elaborate, and I can tell it’s a touchy subject.
“Do you actually need a cart? How much shit do you need to get?”
“Only a few things. I want to make spaghetti tonight. Will you guys eat it?”
My stomach growls at the thought, and she smiles. “I’ll take that as a yes. What do you need to get?”
“Snacks mostly. We need some more cookies, and we can never have enough Pop-Tarts. Plus, when they stocked the bus I guess they were out of my regular coffee, so I’m going to see if they have it here.”
“Shit, I hope someone didn’t lose their job over that mistake.”
She’s serious, and I stop in my tracks. “I’m not an asshole, I just look like one. I’d never fire someone for something like that.”
Pausing, she turns slowly and faces me. “I’m sorry, Sawyer. I didn’t mean anything by it, I swear. I’ve seen people fired for less.” She places her hand on my arm. “Seriously, it wasn’t a slam at you.”
I shake it off, ignoring the heat that lingers where her hand was. “It’s cool. Now you know my secret. Just don’t tell anyone, the asshole thing is my specialty after all.”
“My lips are sealed. Come on, let’s get shopping.”
Less than five minutes later, Mac has a crowd of girls at his back. Okay, crowd is a loose term, but there are about three girls following us, and they’re annoying as fuck.
“I’d love to get a picture with him.”
“Screw a photo, I want to birth his babies.”
“Who is that skank?”
When Mel hears those words, she surprises the shit out of me. “Watch the cart,” she says through gritted teeth and stalks back toward them. Mac looks at me with a questioning glance, and I hold up a finger so he’ll let her do what she needs for now. I should probably stop her, but I’m way too intrigued.
“Ladies,” she says, pasting a smile on her lips, “I’m about to give you some advice. In the future, when you’re trolling celebrities, it would behoove you to text to each other. Nothing is a bigger turn off than hearing a stalker say she wants to have your babies.”
“I’m not a stalker,” the ringleader cries indignantly.
Mel turns her phone to the girl and reads from the screen. “Stalker. A person who harasses someone with unwanted attention. This has your name all over it.”
Then she turns to the girl who called her a skank. “I’m not a skank, but I could be your worst nightmare. Smile for the camera.” Her flash goes off and, satisfied with the results, she shows her the photo. “Amelia Greyson, author and official storyteller of the up-close-and-personal book BAD is releasing next year. I’m not a skank, but if you don’t high tail it out of here in about thirty seconds, your photo will appear in the chapter that discusses all the skanks who troll them on the road.”
I’m about to piss my pants. Mac is as amused as I am. I can’t believe the guys are missing this shit. “Lastly, you,” she says, pointing to the shy girl with them. “Do you have a phone with you?”
She nods, and Mel holds out her hand. “Let me see it.” Reluctantly, she passes it over, and Mel faces me. “Hey, Corey, you up for a quick selfie?”
“Sure,” I reply, unable to hold back my smile.
“Get over there, and lose the glasses, Corey.”
The two pissed-off girls are whispering among themselves, wondering if my real name is Corey. And the shy girl stands next to me awkwardly.
“Come on, sweetheart, let’s make it a good one.” I throw my arm over her shoulder and pull her close. We both smile as Mel snaps the photo. As she gives the phone back, Mel pauses.
“Thank you for not being obnoxious. It’s not easy to pop into a store and buy stuff to make spaghetti, but when people have boundaries, it makes it easier to want to do nice things for them. Hopefully, your friends have learned a lesson for next time.”
She spins on her heel and resumes her journey to the food section muttering under her breath, “If I don’t get some spaghetti and some wine before I have to put another bitch in her place, I might lose my shit.”
Which is precisely why Mac and I start grabbing what we need as we follow her. I don’t know who this girl is, but I’ve never wanted to be someone’s friend more.
After dinner, we’ve filled the guys in on our Target adventure, and they’re laughing hysterically. It’s been a long time since we’ve had this much fun together. Later, when I go to my room, I have a text message waiting for me from Belle.
Slammed Chick: Are you taking care of my girl?
Actually, I’m pretty sure she’s taking care of us.
Slammed Chick: That doesn’t surprise me in the least. She’s good like that. I just wanted to be sure she’s okay.
Well, she just took down three fangirls in Target with her words alone. I’ve never seen anything like it, to be honest.
Slammed Chick: OMG thank you for telling me that.
Now I’m interested in talking to her more. She’s the key to Princess’s locked kingdom.
Why OMG? I feel like you probably squealed and did a happy dance with that too.
Slammed Chick: Aww, you know me already. Can’t tell you or I’d have to kill you.
Seriously? That’s what you’re going with? I’ll remember that next time you interview me.
Slammed Chick: FINE – Without saying too much let’s just say a bus full of rockstars was exactly what my girl needed to be true to herself again.
I swear you speak in tongues. Does Darren realize that?
Slammed Chick: Darren enjoys my tongue and all the things I can do with it. He seems to understand me just fine.
Must be a match made in heaven then.
Slammed Chick: Uh no. Not even. I’m happy for some fun but spare me all that hearts and flowers shit.
Haha, a girl after my own heart. No wonder Darren likes you.
Slammed Chick: I’m pretty irresistible but so is my friend. Make yourself happy and go chat her up.
She’s already in bed. I’ll see her in the morning.
Slammed Chick: Enjoy your morning chat over coffee. Later.
Later
I’ve got a smile on my face that could probably break world records. Princess told her friend about our morning talk. Since Belle brought it up and mentioned tomorrow, it must mean Mel enjoyed it and we’re going to make it our thing, or a thing. Either way, I’ve never had a thing with anyone. I avoid repeat visits with all women at any cost. But Amelia isn’t just any woman, and for some reason, getting to know her doesn’t freak me out. The opposite in fact. I want to know everything—from her happiest memories to her biggest fears, and especially how she tastes when I make her scream my name with my tongue between her legs.
 




Staking His Claim – Arizona
It’s our first night in Arizona, and we don’t have a show. Usually, Darren and I would be out on the town, but he’s whipped by Belle and not interested in going out.
“Sawyer!”
“Darren!”
“Oh my God, they’re soooo fucking hot!”
“I’m pretty sure the inside of my thighs are wet. Want to check?”
Darren laughs at the groupies and their usual enthusiasm as we walk through the lobby of the hotel. I’m sort of indifferent to it, but I usually am. I scan the crowd to see if anyone stands out to me, but they all look either too old or even worse, too young.
Once we’re in my room, he plops down in a chair. “Is it getting harder? Or is it just me?”
“I think that answer is going to depend on what is getting harder. If it’s your dick, it’s definitely just you.”
“Shut up, asshole. For the record, it’s not my dick, although it will be later when Belle calls.” At my groan, he laughs and continues. “The girls, groupies, it’s not the same anymore. Is it because we’re almost thirty? Or is it because we’re kind of over it all?”
“Both. Now that we’re almost thirty, we’ve done it all and are more selective. Either of us could go down there and point and have one of those girls back up here fucking both of us.”
“Is it strange we don’t want to?”
“Speak for yourself. I’m getting laid, but if you’re happy doing this strange version of dating with Belle, more power to you.”
He looks down at his phone and then sets it on the table. “I really like her. She’s different than most girls.”
“She’s kind of nutty, dude, but she’s cool people.”
“Is she still texting you for updates about Mel?”
“Yeah, but I don’t mind. I’d want someone to text if my sisters were on a bus with a band too.”
“Uh, fuck that. The only way our sisters would be on tour would be if they were with us. Well, Rory at least. Rob would never let Diane on a bus anyway. Hey, speaking of people on tour, is J going to come along for a bit this time?”
I finally take a seat across from him “I don’t think so. Business at the bar is booming. He’s in the middle of looking to buy a house and hiring a few new employees. It sucks because I love having him tour with us, he’s like the missing piece of the band.”
“The only one of us who is tone deaf.”
We laugh at poor Jordan’s expense. It’s not mean though; it’s a long-standing fact that J’s side of the family didn’t supply the musical genes. Those all came from my dad’s side. Fortunately, he’s not one bit disappointed about not being a part of the band. He loves running his bar.
“Have you given any more thought to putting the moves on Mel again?” His question is random. Too random.
“Did Belle tell you to ask me that?”
“The fuck? No, and I can’t believe you would go there. You two seem to have found a groove. Morning coffee, getting-to-know-you chats, and you bounce sarcasm off each other like it’s a sport. There’s obvious sexual tension. I just wanted to know if you’d changed your mind.”
After pulling out the chair next to me and propping my feet on it, I lean back and think before answering him. I’m not sure how much I want to confide in Darren right now.
“No, Noah already is laying the groundwork to be with her. I’m not going to do that to him.”
“But you want to.”
“No, I don’t.”
“You, my friend, are a liar. Or you’re lying to yourself. Either way, be careful, or it’s going to backfire on your ass.”
“Noted.”
“Then my work is done.” As he hops up, he bumps my fist and leaves.
Once he’s gone, I strip down and get comfortable. Our conversation lingers long after he’s gone. What I wanted to tell him is, every day I regret not telling Noah we kissed because each day Amelia burrows herself a little bit deeper under my skin. I’ve never let a girl get to me like this. Not even Marilyn. I didn’t miss Marilyn once she was gone, but I already know I’d miss the fuck out of Mel if she went anywhere.
It won’t matter after this weekend. Noah hasn’t said as much, but I know he’s going to make his move and they’ll be a couple by the time we’re back on the bus. At least then, I can let her go and be done with this stupid infatuation I have with her.

Around two in the morning, I went downstairs for a drink. I couldn’t sleep and needed to get out of my head for a bit. The bar had just closed, but the bartender was hot, and she offered to mix us some drinks in my room. Who was I to say no?
Which leads me to where I am now—in bed with a sexy brunette and Noah banging on my door. She’s stayed long past her welcome anyway, so I toss her clothes to her while pulling up my boxers.
“I’ve got some stuff to take care of.”
“I can wait,” she purrs.
“Nah, you need to go, but thanks for last night. It was fun.” And it was. She kept me occupied for hours, and it was only after the sun came up that we crashed.
“Can’t blame a girl for trying,” she says as she pulls on her clothes.
“Come on, Sawyer, I know you’re in there. Open the door!”
After flinging the door open, I pull him inside before he wakes up the whole damn hotel. “What the fuck, Noah? Whatever it is, can it wait until after coffee?”
“You kissed her?!”
The chick from last night lingers with his words, and I hold the door open and motion for her to leave. Which, after taking a moment to eye fuck my twin, she does. Skank.
“Who is the her you are referring to?”
“Don’t. Don’t play dumb. You know damn well I’m talking about Mel.”
Fuck.
Fuck.
Fuck!
Why did she tell him? My stomach lurches and I close my eyes. I can’t go through this again with Noah. I should have just been honest with him. How am I going to get out of this?
“Yeah, so?”
“So? That’s your response? You’ve got to do better than that, Sawyer.”
With an exasperated sigh, I take a seat. “Do you think I tell you about every chick I kiss?”
Pausing momentarily, he takes a seat before answering. “No, of course not.”
“Why would this be different then?”
“Because … I’m attracted to her and I know … you are too.”
I know he’s not trying to pick a fight, but he’s leading us into treacherous territory we need to steer clear of.
“What do you want from me, Noah? We kissed, it was hot, then she pushed me away. She wasn’t interested. I don’t typically broadcast my successes, like last night, or my failures.”
He eyes me suspiciously, and my shoulders tense. “You don’t have failures.”
“We all have failures. Princess was my most recent. It was only a kiss. Relax, Noah. It didn’t mean anything to her. She likes you.”
When he shifts in his seat and locks his matching eyes on mine, I realize this is far from over. “And what about you? Do you like her? You must if you classified the kiss as hot.”
Freudian slip. He wasn’t supposed to know that. Damn.
“Kisses can be hot without leading to feelings. I’ve had thousands of them. Look, she’s a cool chick, and we get along. She’s going to be great for the book, and honestly, I think she’ll end up becoming a good friend. We both know I don’t have many of those.”
His expression softens. “You didn’t answer my question. Do you like her, Sawyer?”
“I feel like we’re in junior high. I like her as a friend, but she’s not into me. She’s into you.”
“Did she say that?”
“She didn’t have to. Have you seen the two of you together? You practically complete each other’s sentences already. You’re always touching and laughing.”
With skeptical eyes, he looks me over. “Why would you notice?”
“Oh my God. Noah, seriously, if you’re going to keep pushing this we need to get some room service up here with some fucking coffee. I’ve had about three hours of sleep, and we have a long-ass day ahead of us. I notice because I pay attention to you. You’re fucking happy with her. This is what you’ve been waiting for, so stop questioning me on something that doesn’t matter and go make yourself a happily ever after.”
A touch of a grin appears before he schools his features. “Were you ever going to tell me?”
Yes, I was going to tell you before you beat me to it and stole my girl.
“Nope, because it was no big deal. If it would have meant something, don’t you think I would have told you? If I’d found the girl who lit me on fire from the inside out, don’t you think I would have been happy to share that with my best friend?”
Guilt washes over his features, followed by sadness. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have doubted you. I know we’ll never have a repeat of Marilyn, it’s just …” He laces his fingers together and meets my eyes again.
“It’s what, Noah?”
“How you described her with me? That’s how she is with you too. Haven’t you noticed?”
There’s no way she’s like that with me because that would mean I have a shot at her, and I clearly don’t. And I can’t let myself believe there’s a chance. I won’t fuck him over again.
“All I can say is we’re becoming friends. I think you’re reading more into it than there is. I’m not on drugs anymore, and I won’t fall into bed with your girlfriend. You can trust me, Noah.”
And he can. I need him to more than anything. I need to be someone he can believe in.
“I’m sorry I freaked out. Of course I trust you. You’re the person I trust most. Want to order up some food? I’ll get you coffee.”
“That would be great. Get me an omelet and toast. I’m going to hop in the shower and wash the skank off.”
“Denver … egg whites and sourdough?” he calls out.
My heart is finally starting to slow down. “That’s perfect, and coffee. Lots of it.”
“That I know.”
His laughter follows me into the bathroom, and when I’m under the spray of hot water, I finally exhale.
What have I gotten myself into?

Typically, after a show, Mel sticks around and we all leave together. Not tonight. She took off like a bat out of hell, and I wonder if she’s avoiding me. She probably thinks I’m pissed at her for telling Noah about our kiss. I could never be mad at her for that. If anything, I should have been man enough to tell him myself.
To claim her as my own.
Noah appears out of nowhere and looks around. “Have you seen Mel?”
“Yeah, she took off about ten minutes ago.”
“Did she say why?”
“Nope, but I didn’t talk to her. I saw her look up here and then duck out. Maybe she had to make a call or something.”
Noah pulls his phone out of his pocket but immediately shoves it back in. “Dammit. I forgot it died earlier.”
“Why didn’t you have Mac charge it while we were onstage?”
“Because Mac isn’t my fucking lap dog,” he snaps, taking his frustration out on me.
“No, he’s your goddamn security guard, and that phone could potentially be his lifeline to you. Get your shit together, Noah. You’re the only one of us with a stalker. Next time, have someone fucking charge your phone, even if it’s me you have to ask to do it.”
I’m pissed at his recklessness. Unable to deal with him or his attitude right now, I head for the exit. Mac follows and drives me back to the hotel but not before telling Ryan to be sure to bring back the rest of the guys.
“Do you know where Mel went?”
“I put her in a cab headed back to the hotel. She said she didn’t feel like waiting for the fans to die down tonight.”
“I’m not sure I blame her. This tour might be smaller and more intimate, but I swear some of these fans are bolder than ever before. Think it’s because it might be their last chance to nab a rock star?”
Mac nods, keeping his eyes on the road. “That’s exactly what it is. We’ve already talked to the next venue about making sure their security team is at capacity. I think we’ll have to do that for each one, but that’s an easy fix.”
“Good thinking, especially with women like Sara out there.”
“She’s still bothering you?”
“She will always bother me. I didn’t like it when she was sending Noah all those letters, but her silence isn’t much better. The whole thing was a little anti-climactic, don’t you think?”
After pulling into the valet, Mac turns to me. “Some people do weird shit just to say they could. If we’re lucky, she’s one of those and the cops put the fear of God into her. Each day that passes is a good sign, Sawyer.”
We get out of the car, and I see Mel at the bar with a huge margarita in front of her. She’s going to be drunk after one drink.
Since the hotel is quiet and the bar is full of sports fans watching a football game, I think I’m safe to duck inside alone.
“Hey, Mac, I’m going to hang out and get a drink. You can wait here if you want. Or you can call it a night and go upstairs. If I need you, I’ll text.”
He looks between me and the bar before his eyes land on Mel. With an all-knowing smirk, he nods. “I’ll go clear the rooms. She can probably protect you from the fangirls anyway,” he says, chuckling as he walks away.
I slide into the empty booth in the corner unseen. After ordering a beer, I use my sudden alone time to admire the curve of Princess’s ass on that barstool. When she cheers for the touchdown, I’m surprised, and when she starts her second fishbowl margarita, I know I can’t leave her alone down here.
“Hi there.”
A sexy redhead is staring down at me, and my cock twitches in my pants. She’s wearing a tight black dress and the tallest pair of come-fuck-me heels I’ve ever seen.
“Hey yourself.”
“Can I buy you a shot?”
Unable to resist her southern accent, I motion her closer. “Why don’t you have a seat next to me and I’ll buy us both some shots? What’s your name, sweetheart?”
She wastes no time sliding in so close to me our thighs are touching. “Cami … and you’re Sawyer, right?”
The waiter comes back, and I order a bottle of tequila and two more beers. After he leaves, I scoot closer to her, “Yes, I’m Sawyer. Were you at the show tonight?”
Her hooded gaze rakes down my body. “No, but my friend said she saw you here in the bar last night. I thought I’d try my luck.”
Keeping Mel in my line of sight while we flirt is easy. Stopping myself from taking her upstairs to her room when she orders a third drink isn’t. Damn Noah for not charging his phone. Within a few minutes, she’s drained over half of the drink, and I watch as she fumbles through her purse for something. When she pulls her hand out, she’s clutching her room key, and she brings it to her lips and kisses it.
Fuck, she’s hilarious.
“Something funny?” Cami licks her lips as I trail my fingers up her thigh.
“Sort of. When that girl leaves, I’m following. You can come with me, and we can fuck in my room if you want. Or you can stay here. Your choice.”
Desire flares in her eyes as she shoves my hand up her skirt. No panties and dripping wet.
Groaning, I nip at her ear. “Let’s go.”
After sliding out, I hold my hand out to her. Mel is already on the move. “We need to be in that elevator before it closes if you want to get laid.”
That gets her ass in gear. She pulls me through the lobby at lightning speed. As the doors begin to close, I stick my hand in and open them. With a raised brow, I greet Mel and tuck myself in the corner so I can watch her. Pulling Cami in close, I lower my lips to hers. Mel’s watching in fascination. I’m not even sure she realizes she hasn’t taken her eyes off of us.
The asshole inside of me wants to ask her to join us, but that would never happen. If I finally got Princess in my bed, I wouldn’t share her with no fucking body. The even bigger dick inside of me is totally getting off on her watching us. I imagine it’s her lips against mine, not this chick’s. Even though Mel’s kisses leave scorched earth behind, having her watch somehow elevates this kiss to the similar burn we shared before.
When the doors slide open, I’m disappointed and take it out on her. “Could have been you, Princess.”
The shocked expression that takes over her features is classic. The look screams she thinks I’m an audacious SOB, but the rise and fall of her chest shows me a different tale. She’s totally wet for me. When Cami looks over her shoulder and opens her mouth, I want to slap her and kiss her at the same time. “Thanks for turning him down,” she says, and I can’t help but pull her in for another kiss.
Once we’re at my door, I turn around and watch until Mel finally disappears into her room. If there’s one thing I know, it’s that Noah is waiting in his adjoining room for her. She’ll be fine.
“Are you as good as they say you are?” She’s a bold one, and I like it.
“Better,” I answer, locking the door behind us. “What’s your kink?”
“How do you know I have one?”
“You’re assertive, didn’t bat an eyelash when my fingers dipped into that sweet pussy down at the bar. Those heels, sexy as fuck no doubt, but they have to hurt. Even still … they’ll look good wrapped around my neck. My guess is you’re voyeuristic, into BDSM, but I’m not sure if you’re a dominatrix or a submissive, maybe both. Tell me, sweetheart, am I close?”
Her eyes cloud over with lust. “You nailed it all, except I’m a switch, and I love erotic asphyxiation.” She gasps as I put my hand around her throat and position myself behind her. “Tighter,” she begs.
“I’ll fuck you in front of the window with all the blinds open, but this is as tight as I go. No fingerprints, no bruises, and no chance I’ll accidentally kill a complete stranger. Put your hands against the window and spread those sexy-ass legs for me while I grab some condoms.”
“No condoms. I’m on the pill.”
“No glove, no love. My dick, my rules, my condoms. Take it or leave it.”
She releases a sad sigh but does as she’s told. “No way in hell I’m leaving it. I hear you’re hung in all the right places.”
“Yeah? From who?” I call out from the bedroom.
“My friend, she’s the one you fucked last night.”
Now that explains everything. My privacy is important, and I could report her for violating it, but she was a good fuck, and she sent me a girl who is hot and ready to bang. Kind of makes me wish she would have been working tonight. The three of us could have had some real fun.
“Did she tell you my rules?”
“Oh yeah.” She licks her lips, and I press my mouth against her neck.
“What are they?” The huskiness of my voice sends goose bumps across her skin.
“One-night stand, no second chances, no numbers exchanged, and be ready to leave before dawn.”
“That about sums it up. Ready for me to rock your world, sweetheart?”

Cami left my room about two hours after she got there last night. The sex was shit. It wasn’t me; she was all talk and no game. Maybe she wanted me to be rougher, but that’s not something I can risk. Most likely her goal was to get knocked up, and when I insisted on protection, it changed the game for her.
To get off, I had to think about Mel, and fuck if that didn’t set off a whole lot of thoughts I’m not even comfortable addressing. Clearly, I’ve got issues and don’t know how to fix them.
We’re back on the bus now, but as we were leaving the hotel, I saw Noah and Mel kissing at the door. I’ve never been so angry in all my life as I was at that moment. And for what? My brother kissing his girlfriend? Something he not only has every right to do but that I also gave him my blessing for? Even my workout didn’t help with the anger and stress. There’s only one thing left I can do.
Help – I’m fucked.
Numero Uno: Did you kiss her again?
Worse, I saw her kissing Noah, and I can’t stop being pissed off. What do I do now?
Numero Uno: I know you don’t want to hear this, but I think it’s time you talk to him.
Oh, we already did that. She told him about the kiss, and I acted like it wasn’t a big deal. Then I gave them my blessing.
Numero Uno: Oh, Sawyer…
I can see she’s typing something else, so I wait.
Numero Uno: Therapist Diane is going to tell you to journal and reflect on what is going on inside of you so that you can come to a resolution.
Numero Uno: But your sister is going to tell you this can’t end well, and it’s better to tell Noah now that you have genuine feelings for Amelia. What if she’s your one?
What if she’s his? You haven’t seen them together, but they’re … more perfect than a Hallmark Christmas Card.
Numero Uno: *Sigh* I’m saying this with love. You have to make a choice. Back off completely or come clean. Anything else is going to hurt both you and Noah. Not to mention anyone who loves you.
I’m so mad at myself, D.
Numero Uno: We can’t help who steals our heart. Dig deep and try to figure your feelings out before it’s too late. I love you, no matter what.
Love you too. Kiss the girls for me.
Hours go by before I duck out of my room long enough to make a sandwich and bring it back to my room. I’m not starving, but I haven’t eaten in hours, and I know if anyone tries talking to me I’ll be a dick if I don’t have food in my system.
After eating, I pull out my journal and my phone goes off while I’m looking for a pen.
Bethie: Whatcha’ doin’?
Getting ready to journal. What are you doing?
Bethie: What happened? Can I call you?
She doesn’t even wait for my reply. That’s my Bethie.
“What’s wrong, Sawyer? How can I help?”
I lean back against the wall and get comfortable.
“How was your day, Bethie?”
She huffs on the other end of the line. “My day was fine, but yours wasn’t. What happened?”
“Nothing. I’ve made some questionable decisions lately, and I’m having a … moral crisis, I suppose.”
“It’s about her, isn’t it? I knew you liked her. Wyatt told me you kissed her, is that what you couldn’t tell me before? Talk to me, Sawyer. Let me help.”
“She’s dating Noah, I can’t like her.”
Anna sighs and speaks softly. “But you do. You like her a lot, don’t you?”
“I’m trying not to.”
“This right here is why I should be there. You need a hug.”
“I’m okay, but I appreciate the sentiment. You’ve got big dreams of your own to tackle, and you’re right where you should be. We miss you, but it’s your turn to put your own sparkle on the world.”
“That’s why you’re my best friend. You know all the right things to say. Would it help you to talk about her?”
“Why? So I can wallow around depressed about what I can’t have? Noah is so fucking happy, and I’m going to work through my shit and focus on that.”
Anna releases a huge, exaggerated sigh on the other end of the line. “Sometimes, I have issues being married to Wyatt. I love him more than anything, but my relationship with him often interferes with my relationship with you.”
“Anna …”
“No, it’s true. I can’t be as good of a friend as you are to me because of our pact. And we need that pact to keep our trust intact, Sawyer, but damn, it kills me not to be able to help you through this.”
“We’ve talked about this before. Your marriage should always come first. I know your heart is in a good place, and it’s not like I’m much of a talker most of the time anyway.”
“You are to me. I’m one of the lucky few who gets to know you and love you. Look, if you want or need to talk, we can play hypotheticals. If you were to ask me hypothetical questions about whoever or whatever, I wouldn’t need to talk to Wyatt.”
I realize she’s putting herself on the line for me, but I can’t take her up on it. I don’t want her feeling guilty.
“Thank you for the offer and for being willing to keep hypothetical secrets, but I’m going to try to work this out on my own.”
“I knew that’s what you’d say, but the offer stands anytime. Whenever you need to talk, call me, or text me, I always have time for you.”
“Thanks, Bethie. Love you.”
“Love you too.”
 




Skeletons Never Stay Hidden
The past few days I’ve been a grade A asshole. I’ve either been quiet, or I’ve snapped some pretty inappropriate comments at Princess. Today, she broke. And when she did, so did my sanity. I’ve never wanted to pull someone into my arms and kiss their pain away the way I did when she confessed she’s actually Amelia Triton.
Everything that was puzzling me finally clicked into place. Belle’s concern. Mel’s reaction to touring, the way she handles the groupies like a motherfucking boss, and her extensive musical knowledge.
After her breakdown and a few tequila shots, we came back to the bus for a chill day. I was mostly quiet, taking everything in while the guys joked with her. And while I sat back and thought about how much we had in common—from our jaded hearts to the familial heartbreak, to our love of Pop-Tarts, and even to having the same tastes in pizza—I became sort of peaceful.
She was curled up with Noah, and he was the one taking care of her, loving her, and then he called her his girlfriend and embarrassed her. It was fucking sweet, and everything both of them deserve.
No matter how much I like her, she’s meant to be with Noah. I need to get out of my head. Open myself up and finally let someone inside. If Noah can have something like that, something so fucking special, well … I should be able to have it too. If I’m only lucky enough to find a woman like Amelia.
When she talked about the love/hate relationship her parents had, it was as if I could feel her fears rising to the surface. But when she said their attraction was painful, she looked right at me. Maybe I’m being presumptuous, but I think that’s why she pushed me away. She felt our chemistry through her entire being, just like I did.
It was nice getting to know her on a whole other level. I about died when she said she used to be Eli’s girlfriend. Noah has never liked Eli, but I think he’s an okay guy. I can empathize with him in a way. If I’d knocked someone up at sixteen, I might have done the same thing he did. In fact, I’m sure I would have. I’m not adverse to the thought of monogamy; I might actually prefer it if it meant ditching condoms. What I’m adverse to is the concept of relationships. At least I was until I got all wrapped up in her.
As I take another sip of my coffee, Mel comes into the kitchen. “Good morning.” I lift my cup in a greeting and she flashes me that pretty smile of hers.
“Good morning. Ready for our interview?” Without pausing, she heads straight to the coffee maker.
Not really, but I guess there’s no time like the present. We shoot the shit while I get a refill on my coffee, and she looks around for something to eat other than Pop-Tarts. I can’t blame her. I don’t usually eat this many toaster pastries either, but there’s something about being able to sit down and share something tangible with her that makes me happy.
As we dance around the sexual tension that always mounts between us and start comparing our strengths and weaknesses, I decide to be honest with her. Part of my vow to start opening up to people. She’s still talking, and I pull myself from my thoughts so we can have a real discussion.
“Art. I can’t draw to save my life, not even a straight line with a ruler. Dealing with anything emotional, I’ll avoid it like the plague. Drinking, I always hit my limit sooner than I think I will. I bypass pleasantly drunk and end up shit faced more often than not. I think the worst is apologizing. I’ve recently come to realize I owe someone a huge one, sooner rather than later.”
Just like that she has me comparing us again. Maybe we will be better off as friends because we’re so much alike it’s scary.
“I’m pretty bad at apologizing too,” I answer, taking the seat across from her. “As a matter of fact, I probably owe you one for kissing you the night we met. I thought …” I shake my head to keep myself from getting lost in the memory. “Well, it doesn’t really matter what I thought. The point is, I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable.”
“You didn’t. I was caught off guard for sure, but that kiss was not unwelcome.” Her answer is firm but utterly sincere.
Unfortunately, my reply sounds like a plea for help. “Then why?”
“Why did I push you away only to turn around and start dating your brother?”
With my head down, I answer with a nod while fiddling with my coffee cup. I wanted to open up to her but not lay all my insecurities at her feet. Dammit.
“Look at me, Sawyer … please.”
Her hazel eyes bore into me with a fierce determination. She’s so fucking sexy.
“I’ve got a bad history of dating and sleeping with musicians. You and I … we’re combustible, and our chemistry is off the charts. But I had to go off the only information I had, and that was my past and your bad reputation. I’m sorry I misjudged you.”
“You think you misjudged me?” No one in my life has ever admitted to that, and when she reaches across the table, taking my hand in hers, the line between us blurs even further. I’m so screwed. Two steps forward and three steps back.
“Yes, I know I did. You put on a brave front, Sawyer, but underneath your bad-boy persona, you’re a good man. There’s so much more to you than what you let people think.”
She’s got no clue what her words mean to me, but I try hard to brush them off.
“Thanks, but it doesn’t matter now. You’re with Noah, and he likes you a lot.”
“I like him too.”
“Enough to risk your job, apparently.” And I’m back to being an asshole. Why do I do this to her? Or to myself?
“At first, no, and I’m scared to death about what this could mean for my job. My number-one goal is to tell the best story I can and be able to shed light on the real men of Bastards and Dangerous. Noah managed to work his way into my heart, and it’s not an easy thing to do. I never saw it coming until it was too late.”
“So you love him?” My question makes her uncomfortable, even though her answer is written all over her face.
“I’m not sure,” she hedges before rushing to continue. “You all have become like a second family to me, and considering Belle is really the only family I have anymore, it means a lot to me to have you in my life. I love you all in that aspect.”
“Did you just friend-zone my brother?” With the flip of a switch, I become Noah’s defender. I need to get a fucking life.
“No, not at all, Sawyer. It’s not in my nature to let people into my heart easily. Noah is pushing past my defenses for sure. However, when and if I decide I’m in love with your brother, he’s going to be the first to know. Okay?”
“Fair enough.”
Her hand still covers mine. The heat between us sizzles between our fingers, and our eyes are locked on our hands. If I don’t move now, I’m going to kiss her.
“Can you sit on the couch with me? I’d like to tell you a story. This isn’t for the book, but after you shared with us yesterday, and now knowing your feelings about us all, I think you should know something about me and my family.”
“Of course,” she says with a small smile as I carry our coffees to the couch.
The anticipation in her eyes is more than I can handle. She looks at me like I’m about to ravish her body, and my cock jerks at the thought. I’m not worried about it though, what I’m going to tell her next would kill anyone’s hard-on.

A few days ago, after telling Mel about finding J and his family, I felt like we crossed some invisible barrier. We moved from the fine line we were walking into friendship. It was a good feeling.
So why is it that I’m running on the treadmill letting my frustration with Noah and Mel’s relationship fuel the energy I’m putting into my workout?
With sweat pouring down my body, I try to shake the images of Noah and Mel kissing in front of us all as they proved a point to Belle. Well, as Noah proved a point, and not for the first time either. He hasn’t mentioned it since the hotel, but I’ve seen the looks he’s given me. I know he wonders if I’ve let her go. Fuck me, I’ve tried, but she’s under my skin like a damn tick.
Darren enters the bus and stands in front of me with crossed arms. “You’re not fooling anyone, least of all Noah. This is going to come to a head sooner or later.”
“Nothing to come to a head over,” I answer, keeping up my pace.
“Mmhm,” is his only reply.
“We’re going to Sully’s tonight anyway.” I say, finally slowing down a bit now that he’s here to distract me.
“And?”
“And I’m hoping to get laid.”
“Well, that would be a good thing. You’re a grump lately,” Noah says, entering the bus.
Darren snorts. “You know you’re being an asshole when even Noah is wishing for you to get laid.”
I’ve slowed to a walk so I can move onto some weights in a minute. Noah is eyeing me suspiciously, and it’s starting to get on my nerves.
“Just say whatever it is you’re thinking, Noah. Please.”
He sits on the bike and throws his hands in the air. “You’re different this tour. Moodier but also more reflective. Even sex isn’t helping you for long. What gives?”
“I’m exhausted! Two back-to-back tours sucks, and I’m pissed off about having to retire. What do you want from me? Life is changing, and I have no control over it. The anniversary is coming up, and because of our schedule, I can’t even be with J this year. This is the first time, Noah, the first fucking time we’re not going to be together on that day.”
“Shit …” Noah and Darren whisper at the same time.
I didn’t mean to lay into him like that, but other than Mel, I’ve got more than enough stuff on my mind. She’s just the cherry on my shit sundae.
“I’m sorry, I really thought it had something to do with Mel. I know how much you hate change and uncertainty. Forgive me?”
Noah’s sincerity floors me, but I’m hoping I can use it in my favor.
“Depends. Can you officially stop trying to blame fucking everything on Princess? She’s doing her job, and I’m doing mine the best I can. The last thing we need is for you to keep making trouble where there isn’t any, Noah. We’re never going to have a repeat of Marilyn, okay?”
Darren shoots me a knowing glare. He knows I’m using Noah’s guilt against him, but hell, it’s the only way to get past this because I am not going to steal his girl. No matter how much I may want to.
“Okay. I’m sorry, Sawyer.”
The bus falls into silence. The only sounds are the machines we’re using and our breathing. The loudest thing in the room is all our unsaid thoughts. For the first time ever, I can’t wait for this tour to be over.

“You’re a mess, but you look hot.”
“Bethie, there’s something inherently wrong with you calling me hot these days,” I say, pulling her into a hug.
“Shut up. I’m married, not dead. Besides, it’s not like you’ve never not been hot. You’re just not my type.”
The setting sun glimmers off her wedding ring as I release her. “Don’t I know it. You’ve got a thing for the tall, blond, tatted, pierced, quiet types with smoldering blue eyes. Maybe I should find one of those too.”
“Maybe you should,” she answers with a twinkle in her eyes. “But Wyatt is mine, so back off.”
“Uh, I meant one of the female persuasion, but if I ever decide to swing the other way I’ll stay away from your man.”
“Good. I heard you blew up at Noah today. Wanna talk about it?”
“Nah, I’m good. I’m just stressed it wasn’t about Mel. Well, not exactly.”
She squeezes my hand. “Just remember, I’m here for you. I’m worried about you, Sawyer. I knew before Mel showed up how hard this tour was going to be for you. Now things are even more complicated.”
“Things will be fine.” The more I say it, the more I hope I’ll believe it myself.
“I know, but do me a favor and have fun tonight. Sully’s is one of your favorite places and, hopefully, Rieanne will be there. She’ll cheer you up for sure, and if you have to, you can get it on with some random. Just remember—”
“To double bag it. I know, Bethie, I know.”
She rises on her tiptoes and kisses me on the cheek. “I’m going to go finish getting ready. Then we’re going to have fun if it kills us.”
When she goes back inside, I take a seat on the bench across the parking lot. I’m scrolling through my email when my phone buzzes in my hand. It’s a Facebook notification … from Noah. When I click on it, I realize how much of a dick I was earlier.
Going out tonight with my brothers to one of our favorite places in the world. Nights like these are what life is all about. Friends, family, and fun. #Twinning #Westons
He uploaded a behind-the-scenes picture of the four of us from our photo shoot a few weeks ago that Mel took. It’s a great picture. I’ve got to start being a better brother. Noah is my best friend, and that means everything to me. I hit the heart on his photo and comment.
#Brothers4life
That’s about as much Facebooking as I ever do. I only have one to see family shit, and Noah rarely ever posts to his—he doesn’t like to seem braggy. Noah couldn’t be braggy if he tried; he’s too busy being nice.
A little while later, we’re seated in a booth. I’m the only one without a date, but that’s okay by me. There’s a hot little blonde eyeing me up from across the way. I’ll hit that before the night is over, but I’m enjoying being with my friends right now. Noah and Mel have been super cute and affectionate all night. They’re good together. My mind knows that, and so does my heart … my libido, on the other hand, needs to catch the fuck up.
Rhymin’ Rieanne is sitting in her usual booth. She’s not with the Poindexter this time, and I’m kind of disappointed about it. I don’t know why I like imagining her life, but I was rooting for their relationship to work. This time she’s with a guy who looks like he could bench press her with his pinky. He’s about Mac’s size, and their fingers are laced together on top of the table. I’m curious to see what she comes up with, but I’m even more curious to hear Mel sing.
Rumor had it she was going to make an album before Joey Triton died. If those rumors are true, she supposedly has the voice of an angel. It would make sense, coming from two musicians, that she’s got the voice to back up the rumors.
The night passes quickly with lots of shots and laughs. Rieanne killed it as usual, and the expressions on Belle and Mel’s faces are priceless.
After our song, the hot blonde waves at me and motions for me to come to her table. “You guys were really good.”
“Thanks. What’s your name?”
She pats the empty chair next to her, and I take a seat. “Darla, and you’re …”
“Sawyer, but you already know that, don’t you?”
“Maybe, but I know how to keep a secret.”
I’m sure she does. Darla’s pretty, and if she’s willing, she’s exactly the kind of distraction I need tonight. “Well, Darla, my friends are about to sing, and then I’m going to get out of here. Interested in having some fun with me back on my bus?”
“What kind of fun?” she whispers sensually into my ear.
“The kind that will have you riding my cock and screaming my name.”
“Sounds like my kind of fun. I’m in.”
Belle and Mel are making their way to the stage, and Mel doesn’t look happy. The two of them are pretty drunk; I wonder how well this is actually going to go over. When the music starts, Belle pushes Princess, and I glance back at Noah quickly before turning my attention back to the stage.
It’s an act; they must have done this song before in a routine of some sort. Belle is horrible. I’m not sure I’ve ever heard someone so God-awful at karaoke before, but Princess? Damn, she’s got pipes and knows how to use them. As I watch them, it’s like everything around me has disappeared. There’s no crowd, no noise, only the two of them and their singing.
Right now, I don’t care about Noah and Mel’s relationship, all I care about is getting her to sing with me. With us. Noah keeps telling me I should write songs for others, and it’s never really sounded appealing, but fuck … I’d kill to write songs for Mel to sing.
I turn around to see how the guys are reacting. Each of them and Anna are captivated. I catch Wyatt wincing when Belle sings, but Darren eases the blow by calling out “Yeah baby!” Or maybe he’s trying to be kind by drowning her out. Noah is enraptured, and I can’t say I blame him. If my girl had pipes like that, I don’t even think we’d make it back to the bus before I was fucking her. That voice is a serious turn on with just the right balance of a bluesy, jazz feel.
Maybe it’s a good thing Joey never got her in the studio. Nothing she would have sung back then could have done that sultry voice justice. Especially not with rock star parents and a boy band leader for a boyfriend. I know music is a touchy subject for her, but one day, the two of us are going to have a serious talk about her musical future.
When she and Belle finish, I turn to Darla. “Ready, sweetheart?”
Her eyes glaze over at the fake term of endearment. Sweetheart is all they ever are to me. With that one word, their panties drench, and their eyes glaze over with lust. Every. Single. Time. It seems to make them feel special, and since they’re never getting anything else from me other than a good fuck, I can at least give them that.
“More than. Let me grab my purse.”

As we were walking out of the bar, Mel and Anna made some pretty shitty sexual comments to me. I know they’re being protective, but they could have cost me my hookup and I need to get laid. Thankfully, Darla is pretty laid back and they didn’t succeed at wrecking my night.
“Your friends are …” She grasps for the right word as Mac pulls the car up.
“It’s okay, you can call them assholes. They’re just looking out for me.”
Once we’re settled inside, she replies, “You don’t seem like the kind of guy who needs looking out for. Breath mint?” She holds one out to me. Mom always says never turn down a mint; it could be someone’s polite way of letting you know your breath is offensive. After hours of tequila and appetizers, that could be a good possibility.
“Sure, thanks.” After popping it in my mouth, I practically choke it down. “Are you sure this is a mint? It tastes like shit.”
Blushing, she pulls out a different tin. “Sorry, those must be the gag gift ones my brother gave me. I didn’t have the heart to take them out of my purse. Here, try this.”
This one tastes much better and knocks the bitterness out of my mouth. Now I can give her my full attention. As I slide my hand up her thigh, she hums in appreciation. “Everyone needs looking out for every once in a while. I don’t mind it when it comes from people who know me well.”
Nodding at my response to her earlier question, she laces her fingers in mine. Trying not to be a dick, I count to three before pulling them away. Holding hands isn’t on the menu, not with anyone.
“What do you do, Darla?”
I hate making small talk, but I’m not about to devour her in front of Mac. We’re almost back at the bus anyway.
“I’m the cheer coach at the local high school, and I also teach home ec.”
That makes so much sense. I’ve learned not to judge women at first glance, but I swear everything about her screams cheerleader. It’s fine with me; that means she’s flexible.
“Sounds like a fun job.” Mac pulls into the lot where our buses are, and I unsnap my seatbelt and lean across and nip at her neck. Her eyes flutter closed, and I feel her skin heat against my lips. “Want to play naughty teacher with me Ms. …?”
“Ms. Davis, and hell yeah.”
Once we’re on the bus, I watch out the window as Mac pulls away and goes back to Sully’s. Anna and Mel’s comments as I was leaving the club are nagging at me. Normally they wouldn’t, but for some reason, I’m sensitive tonight. I swear anger flared in Princess’s eyes when I said I was leaving with Darla. She almost seemed possessive.
Trying to shake off the sadness that’s beginning to weigh me down, I pull out my phone and turn on some music. After finding “Hot For Teacher” by Van Halen on my phone, I turn it up and pull her close. Her eyes are bright and dancing with happiness.
“Want a drink?”
She smiles at me like she has a secret. She’s so fucking cute, I don’t know why I didn’t realize it before now, and she smells incredible. Like bubble gum and sunshine.
“Sure, whatever you’re having is fine, and some water too, please.”
“You got it.” I kiss the tip of her nose and go into the kitchen. Water sounds fucking amazing right now. So does beer, but tequila is mandatory. After putting the tequila and shot glasses on the table, I go back for the beers and a couple of bottles of water.
“This tastes so good! What kind of beer is this?” she exclaims, looking at the bottle I just gave her. For some reason, her excitement makes me laugh.
“It’s only Corona, but it does taste good. Maybe because it’s extra-cold.”
“That must be it.”
After placing my empty bottle on the table, she follows suit, and I pull her close again. She lays her head on my chest, and we sway to the thumping music. I’m not even sure what song it is at this point, but it feels good as the music pulsates through my body. The scent of her shampoo is intoxicating, and I lean into her and sniff her hair.
“Why do you smell so fucking good? I swear I could eat you.”
She laughs and runs her hands through my hair. The sensation sends goose bumps down my arms. This isn’t chemistry, but it’s something, I just can’t put my finger on it. Until she kisses me. Our lips are like magnets, and her cries of pleasure resonate through my whole body. My dick goes from limp to full-on hard-on at warp speed. Before I know it, her legs are around my waist, and my hands are full of her luscious ass.
I don’t ever want to stop kissing her. As I make my way to the couch, she bites my lip, and I practically come in my pants. I’m on sensation overload, so I slap her ass, giving her a bit of payback. She throws her head back and grinds against me harder. “Do it again,” she begs as I finally sit with her in my lap.
Common sense tells me not to, that something is off here, but goddamn it feels good. Instead of spanking her, I squeeze her ass cheeks hard and pull her tighter to me. She cries out, and I unbutton and unzip her pants. With lightning speed, she jumps off me and kicks off her shoes and lowers her pants. While she’s doing that, I pull my shirt off, and when I look back at her, she’s completely naked.
“How did you do that so fast?”
She giggles before answering. “It wasn’t that fast. You stared at me for a while before taking off your shirt.”
“Yeah, but …”
She moves her hands to my cock, and I groan, suddenly forgetting everything but how it feels.
“You need to take your pants off so I can fuck you now.”
Her boldness is sexy, but when I stand and we’re eye to eye again, it hits me. “You drugged me, didn’t you?”
“No, baby, I enhanced our sexual experience, that’s all. Drugged is such a strong word. Besides, you can’t tell me you don’t do drugs occasionally. You’re a rock star.”
Fuck me.
“I don’t actually, not any … fuck …”
She’s on her knees, and her mouth is around my dick sucking like a Hoover. Moving my hands to her head, I fuck her mouth hard and fast. I’m already high; I might as well enjoy the ride and figure the rest out later.
Darla slurps and sucks and moans while she takes every inch of me down her throat. The girl has skills, or maybe it’s the drugs, but whatever it is I’ll take it. She surprises me when she slides her fingers into her pussy and fucks herself while she sucks me off.
Out of nowhere, Princess pops into my head and I shoot my load down Darla’s throat so fast I don’t even have time to warn her. Not that it would have mattered. She explodes onto her hand as she swallows everything I’m giving her.
I reach for her hand as she releases my dick from her mouth. I’m still half hard and horny as fuck. Using her cum-coated fingers, I trace them over my lips before lowering my mouth to hers. The mixture of both of our releases is heady, and I’m not sure which one of us is enjoying this kiss more.
Backing away slowly, I reach down and pick up my pants. After finding a condom, I open it and put it on. “Come on, let’s go to my room.”
“Oh, baby, beds are so boring.” She pushes me backward when I’m not expecting it, and I fall down to the couch cushion. She straddles me and kisses up my chest before pulling my lip ring with her teeth. “I want to fuck you here, in the brightly lit room, so I can watch you fall apart as you fill me with your cock. If you have more condoms, I’ll even let you fuck me in the ass.”
The thought of taking her in the ass derails any coherent plans of going back to my room. Any thoughts regarding the rules of the bus are quickly forgotten when she slides onto my length and moans my name. She rides me like a stallion, and the time passes in a sexual fugue. I’ve got no clue how long we’ve been going at it. Hours maybe, but it’s like I’ve been given the superpower of infinite fucking. My cock is rock-hard, and my erection doesn’t seem to be going anywhere anytime soon.
Time passes in a sensation-filled blur. She moves in all the right ways, makes all the right sounds, and even though I can’t stand when she calls me baby when she whimpers it before coming, I capture her mouth in a kiss I’ll likely never forget.
“You’re so fucking hot,” she gasps, pulling back from our kiss as she continues riding me, not letting her orgasm slow her down in the least.
“So are you, sweetheart. I just want to fuck you all night.” I slide a finger through her wetness to get it nice and slick. When I reach around her backside and tease her hole, she tosses her head back and begs.
“Please, Sawyer, stop teasing me. I want you there.” As soon as my finger breaches her barrier, she slams down on my cock and explodes. “Yes, yes, yes!” she cries, and I slowly remove my finger. I’m teetering on the edge of an orgasm, almost afraid of what it will do to me. I’ve never needed to come so fucking bad.
She rocks onto me harder and faster. I hear her talking, but I’m so lost in my head I don’t truly hear her words. I hear Noah’s, but by then my eyes are locked onto Princess. It’s her I want riding me. It’s her I want detonating on my cock. It’s her I want to take me under to the place where pleasure and pain exist together in their own twisted eroticism.
Mel and Noah disappear, and my attention goes back to the woman riding my cock. “Should I go?”
This girl has drugged me against my will and caused what will be a huge blowup between Noah and me, but I haven’t been fucked like this in ages, and I’m not getting rid of her now. “Not until I finish you off right by fucking you in the ass.”
“That’s exactly what I was hoping you’d say,” she answers, dropping her lips back down to mine.
 




Aftermath
When I wake up, I’m pissed off and confused. I can’t believe that bitch drugged me. Who does that? I’ve got half a mind to call her school and get her ass fired, but I don’t need the publicity, and this would get out.
Last night, after Mel woke me up from my nightmare, I tossed and turned for hours. Between the anniversary creeping up and the drugs, it’s no wonder I couldn’t escape the bad dreams. She was like an angel appearing out of nowhere. The light pulling me from the dark. How is it one woman can be so strong, so kind, and so fucking patient? Especially with an asshole like me.
Maybe the drugs enhanced her kindness, but I doubt it. Mel is always doing something nice for us. Whether it’s cooking dinner or just lending an ear, she’s the perfect woman, and when she left my room in the middle of the night, I realized something terrifying. I’m in love with her.
I’ve never been in a more fucked-up situation in my life. If there’s anything in the world I’m addicted to, it’s her. She’s my drug of choice, and the high I get from being around her is better than any chemical high I’ve ever had.
It’s now come to the point where I’m counting down to the end of this tour. To a time where I don’t have to watch the stolen glances, the loving caresses, and the utter perfection that is Noah and Amelia. By then I’ll have figured out a way to deal with my feelings for her. Most of all, I hope to have figured out how to be a better brother because, right now, I’m not even worthy of Noah’s love. Then again, I probably never was in the first place.
My phone vibrates across the table, and I wish I didn’t have to look at it. Today is not going to be a good day. The only good part already happened. Breakfast with Mel.
Bethie: Meet me outside, we need to talk.
Without replying, I throw on my shoes and go to meet her. She seems sad when she looks up at me, and after hugging me tightly, she leads us to the bench I was sitting on yesterday.
“What in the world happened last night, Sawyer? Everyone is pissed and freaking out. You’re about to be called into an intervention.”
I figured as much, but her words still sting.
“She drugged me, and by the time I realized what was happening, we were practically fucking.”
“So you just let it go?! That bitch. Give me her name, Sawyer, so I can go beat her down.”
With a light laugh, I shake my head. “Down, Cujo. I already thought about getting her fired. She’s a teacher, for fuck’s sake … but I don’t want my shit being publicized. It’s best just to let it go.”
“The hell it is,” she snaps before taking a long look at me and sighing. “Okay, maybe it is, but still … what a bitch.”
“Pretty much, and now I’m guessing Noah told everyone I’ve got drug issues again.”
She hedges, which isn’t like her.
“Anna … spill it.”
“Ugh, I hate when you call me that. It makes me feel less loved.”
“You’re always loved, but it’s your name, and for me, it’s the equivalent of using your middle name. Please tell me what’s going on.”
We’re looking out at the empty field in front of us. The sun is shining down on us, and there’s not a cloud in the sky. It’s chilly though, even with the sunshine.
“Noah thinks because you’ve been such an asshole lately that you’ve been using again,” she says softly.
Leaning forward with my head in my hands, I take a few deep breaths as I let her words soak in. How can I even be angry with him? I’d probably think the same thing in his position. Someone else sits on the other side of me, and when I look up, Darren is looking down at me.
“It’s time, Sawyer, you have to tell him. Unless you want to do a stint in rehab.”
“Maybe that’s precisely what I need to do. Rehab myself away from Mel because loving her is utterly and completely self-destructive.”
Anna gasps, and Darren pats my shoulder. “Admitting you have a problem is the first step.”
“Darren,” Anna admonishes, “you’re not helping. And Sawyer, when did you decide you loved her?”
“That was a hypothetical, Bethie. You did not hear that.”
Great, now I’m being a dick to my best friend, but she has to keep this secret for me.
“Fine. Hypothetically speaking, how long?”
I can’t stand the two of them staring at me like I’m broken or something. “Last night I had some nightmares. They were some of the worst ones I’ve had in years. I couldn’t get out of them. No matter how hard I tried to wake up, I couldn’t. Mel heard, and she … she saved me from them and then stayed with me until I was okay. When I was in her arms, I felt loved. I’m well aware of how much I sound like a girl, but there’s no other way to describe it. I’m not sure I knew until right then how fucked I really am.”
Darren exhales. “What are you going to do now? If you’re not going to tell him, what is your plan?”
“To stay away, switch buses here and there, something. I won’t fuck Noah over, not ever again.”
“Oh, honey.” Anna wraps her arm around my shoulder. “You didn’t fuck him over the first time. All this guilt you carry should be a burden split between the two of you. He didn’t know she was your permanent fuck buddy, and you didn’t know he had feelings for her until it was too late.”
“She’s right, man, you’ve got to let this shit go.”
“Hey, guys, Warren wants to see us on our bus. Anna, babe, can you go hang out with the girls on Mel’s bus?” Wyatt bends down to kiss Anna, and Darren and I head toward the bus, giving them a few minutes of alone time. I’m sure this isn’t going to be a quick meeting.
When we enter the bus, Noah is glaring at me, and it pisses me off. Wyatt follows quickly after us, and once we’re all seated, Warren clears his throat.
“Sawyer, is there something you want to tell us?”
“Nope,” I say, leaning back and crossing my arms over my chest. Fuck them all for doubting me.
“You were high last night, Sawyer.” Damn, I’d like to punch his condescending attitude right out of him.
“I was, Noah. What are you going to do, retire even sooner? Pretty sure I don’t need to play by your rules anymore.”
“Dude, Sawyer, come on … tell him what really happened,” Darren pleads, but I’m angry now and want to be difficult.
“I got laid. That was hot. She even let me fuck her in the—”
“Stop. I don’t even want you to finish that sentence,” Warren interrupts.
“Do you see? I’m not exaggerating. He’s being a bigger asshole than normal. Tell me it’s not drugs.”
“It’s not drugs,” Darren and I say in unison, and Noah throws up his hands.
“Then, for the love of God, would you tell me what is going on with you? And last night it was drugs, so explain that away while you’re at it.”
Flying out of my seat, unable to hold back my anger any longer, I finally let loose on Noah. “I’m pissed at you! Is that what you want to hear? You fucked up my entire life plan. Everything single thing I do revolves around you. How tired you are, how much you want a family, how you’re done with touring. You don’t want me to do drugs, and you don’t want me to be happy with my band, and you sure as fuck never want me to get the girl. Tell me, Noah, at what point is it finally acceptable for me to be an asshole because I’m pissed off?”
A stunned silence echoes through the bus, but it’s Noah’s brokenhearted expression and tear-filled eyes that make me stumble back and fall into my seat. Why am I such a dick to him?
“I’m sorry, that was completely uncalled for,” I mutter as Noah wipes away a single tear, refusing to meet my eyes. “Look, I’m tired. I didn’t sleep well last night, which I’m sure tends to happen when someone slips you drugs. She told me it was mint. I thought I had bad breath, shit went downhill from there and apparently hasn’t stopped.”
“Wait, she drugged you? Sawyer, that’s a crime and a serious allegation.” Warren’s shocked tone matches Wyatt and Noah’s expressions.
“Not one I can prove easily, and it’s not a story I want in the press. It would go viral in a hot second, and I’m not going out like that. The rock star who got drugged by a groupie. Nope, not happening.”
“Sawyer, you have to go to the doctor,” Noah pleads. “You’ve got no clue what she gave you.”
“It was Molly, X, the love drug, whatever you want to call it. I’ve had it once or twice before, and it wasn’t a favorite then. It was less of a favorite last night. On the plus side, it’s nothing I want to do again, so there’s that.”
Wyatt’s brow furrows. “Why did you still have sex with her?”
“Molly enhances everything. She smelled so fucking good, and we were well on our way to fucking when it kicked in. I was upset for a second, but there was nothing I wanted more at that moment than sex. And before anyone bothers to ask, we used protection.”
Warren is texting away on his phone, and Noah is still looking at me with a mixture of sadness and confusion.
“Do you even remember us coming in last night? You broke our only rule, Sawyer.”
“I’m lucky I knew my own name. All I could think about was sex, and the only thing I wanted to do was fuck. I know it sounds crass, and I’m sorry, but it’s what happened. I do remember you coming in and saying something … but I was so lost in the sensations of everything else I didn’t hear a word you said. If it makes you feel any better, I apologized to Mel over breakfast.”
“Oh, you mean one of the girls I never want you to get?”
Shit.
“I didn’t say that.”
“Really? I’m pretty sure you alluded to it about five minutes ago,” he snaps back.
“Enough, you two!” Warren yells, interrupting what could likely be a fight that would prove fatal to my relationship with my brother. I’ve never been more grateful to him for breaking up our arguing.
“Sawyer, a nurse is coming by to draw your blood. We need to be sure everything is okay with you. We’re also doing an STD panel, and since we’re doing yours, we’re going to do one on all of you.”
“Even me?”
“Yes, Wyatt, even you. Just because you’re married doesn’t mean you couldn’t cheat.”
“Seriously?”
“That’s messed up,” I reply, defending poor Wyatt.
“I know he won’t cheat, but you’re the ones who signed the contract with the label agreeing to twice-a-year testing. Take it up with legal if you want it out of your contract. I’m only the messenger here.”
“There’s no point. We’re almost done touring for good anyway,” Wyatt replies, and it feels like he’s just pouring salt in my wounds.
“Are we finished? Does anyone seriously think I’m back on drugs? Because I have to admit your lack of faith in me kind of sucks.”
“We’re good,” Wyatt and Darren agree.
Noah shrugs. “Whatever, I’m over it.”
I hate being at odds with Noah, but I’m not a drug addict, and he’s acting childish. Granted, I shouldn’t have gone off on him, but still.
“Okay, good. I have another matter to discuss, and since no one has mentioned it, I’m assuming it’s not a known fact. Amelia’s birthday is in two days. Do we want to do anything for her?”
The pleasure I get from Noah’s shocked expression is like a gift on Christmas morning. Normally, I’d feel bad for him, but not today.
“We’re going to be in the middle of nowhere,” Noah mutters.
“There’s got to be a bakery somewhere along the way. We can at least get her a cake,” I offer.
“Yeah, totally, and where there’s cake, there’s candles and probably balloons,” Darren adds.
“We could get pizza. We know what kind she likes now,” Wyatt says.
“If she didn’t want us to know, we should keep it low-key. Maybe just pizza, cake, and tequila shots,” Noah replies thoughtfully.
“After everything with her dad and her birthday, maybe she prefers not to celebrate for a reason, but I wanted you guys to know because she’s part of our crew now.”
They chat about Mel’s birthday as I let Warren’s words sink in. She is part of our crew now. She’s blended in seamlessly with us all from day one. It’s like she’s meant to be here. Like it’s fate, and if it’s fate … she’s definitely meant to be Noah’s girl.
Wyatt pulls me from my thoughts. “Sawyer, are you ready?”
“Sorry, guys, I didn’t hear you. Ready for what?” When I look up, they’re all standing.
“To go to the venue for rehearsal and sound check. We do have a show tonight, or did you forget that as well?” Noah’s words are sharp.
“Actually, can you guys give Noah and me a couple of minutes please?”
Once they all leave the bus, I motion for Noah to sit with me. “We can’t go on stage like this. I hate fighting with you. I’m hoping we can clear the air.”
Noah runs his hands through his hair and exhales loudly. “I’m not sure what we’re clearing the air for.”
“Do you believe me that I didn’t take those drugs knowingly?”
“I want to believe you, but you’ve been hiding so much else from me lately I’m not sure I know anything about you anymore.”
And we’re back full circle. “I don’t hide things from you. I just choose not to talk about my feelings until I’ve worked them out. My issues aren’t your problem, and I’m sorry I made it out to be that way.”
“Sawyer, I know how you are, and I love you all the same. I’m not sure I can say the same about your feelings for me. Answer the next question for me honestly, and no matter what the answer is, we’ll work it out.”
“Okay.” I know it’s coming, and I have to tell him the truth.
“Do you have feelings for Mel?”
“Yes.”
There, I said it, and even though he flinches, he nods.
“Is that why you didn’t tell me about the kiss?”
“No. It was a good kiss, I won’t lie about that. But what I said was the truth. She chose you, and I respect that. That’s where our story ends.”
“Then why all the hostility? Why do you act like you hate me?” His voice drops several octaves, and he’s blinking back tears. Noah has always been the twin most likely to show his true feelings, and making him cry has never been something I’ve been the cause of, until lately.
“I could never hate you. Maybe I’m jealous. Maybe I’m just pissed I haven’t gotten my way this time. You’ve done nothing wrong except not believe me about the drugs. That killed me inside. Knowing you don’t trust me when it comes to something important like that shows how much we’ve drifted the past year. No more drifting, Noah. You’re as much a part of me as I am you, and this has to stop.”
He pulls me into a hug and wipes his tears as he releases me. “Why are you jealous?”
“I’m not sure exactly. I guess because you know what you want with your life. Because you can quit our band and never look back and have zero regrets.”
“Is that what you think? Jesus, Sawyer, quitting the band is the hardest thing I’ve ever done in my life. Why do you think I want us to go into business together? I’m quitting touring, but I’d never quit you. For someone who shows the world a massive amount of self-confidence on the outside you’d think maybe some of that would rub off on the inside, where it actually matters.”
“I’m fine.”
He vehemently shakes his head. “You’re not, Sawyer. You are lonely, and you’re afraid to let people into your world. I love Mel, but in a way, I’m sorry she pushed you away.”
“What? Why?”
“Because if you would have let her in, maybe you’d understand you’re worthy of so much more than you give yourself credit for.”
“I’m not sure about all that. Besides, there will be other girls, Noah. She’s the one for you, and I’m fine. All the other stuff on top of being rejected just threw me, you know?”
“I’m in love with her,” he blurts, and I laugh.
“That’s been obvious for a while, big brother.”
“I’m such a loser.”
Now it’s my turn to pep talk him. We’re quite the pair.
“You’re not a loser. Does she know?”
“No way, it’s too fast.”
“You know what Mom always says about love.”
“It’s never too fast if it’s right,” we echo in unison. And it’s true; I finally understand what she’s been saying all these years. Too bad we both fell for the same girl.
“Don’t rush it. Tell Mel you love her when you think she’s ready to hear it. She’s got enough of her own issues. Your love isn’t going anywhere, so just take your time.”
“Now you sound like Mom.” A smile breaks through, and I’m glad we’re getting past the other crap. I hate fighting with him. “What about us? Are we cool? Because I’m tired of playing this hot and cold game with you.”
“Give me a few days. I’m still pissed off about what happened last night, and I know I’m going to keep being a dick. I’ll be good by Vegas, especially since we’re going home afterward. I need some family time. Some Saylor and Emme time.”
Noah smiles wide at the thought of our nieces. “All right, I’ll give you space. But Sawyer, I have to ask … your feelings for Mel …”
“You have nothing to worry about, Noah. You love her, and I’m pretty sure she’s on her way to loving you if she doesn’t already. The two of you are damn near perfect. Mom’s going to love her.”
“Yeah, okay. God, I do love her. It feels so fucking good to say that out loud to someone. She’s nervous to meet the family, but she’ll fit right in.”
“Come on, you guys! I hate to rush your brotherly reunion, but Warren is practically shitting his pants out here.”
On the outside, I’m laughing with Noah at Darren’s exaggeration, but on the inside, a part of me is dying. Whatever fantasy I had is over. Noah is in love.
 




Birthday
Everyone is still in a strange state of unease, but we agreed to try and shove it aside for the birthday girl. Noah and I are keeping to ourselves, Wyatt and Darren have been keeping to their bus, even Warren has been unusually quiet in the midst of everything that went down with Noah and me. Admitting I had feelings for Mel probably wasn’t my brightest idea, but it’s alleviated a bit of the ache I was carrying around with me. Hopefully, it’s a start to getting her out of my system. Last night, before I went to bed, the two of them were arguing because Mel didn’t tell Noah about her birthday, but it didn’t last long, so I’m guessing they worked it out.
“Good morning, Princess,” I say as Mel makes her way into the kitchen. She’s just like me and goes straight to the coffee pot before replying. Once she’s set with her cup and makes her way to the couch, she finally responds.
“Good morning. Do you know too?”
“Don’t be so moody about it,” I reply while pressing send on my phone. I had a text cued up and ready to go for when I knew the cat was out of the bag that we all know about it being her birthday.
I sent her a link for “Happy Birthday” by New Kids on The Block, and when the notification on her phone goes off, she eyes me suspiciously.
She laughs when she hears what it is and puts her coffee on the table. As her fingers fly rapidly over the keyboard, I wonder what in the world she could be sending me in response. Grabbing her coffee once again, she leans back in smug satisfaction right when my phone dings.
Princess: It’s not a big deal…
The link she attaches is so appropriate for her attitude—Aaliyah’s “Age Ain’t Nothing But A Number”. Too bad she’s just using the title to get back at me because the lyrics are suggestive as fuck and I could only wish she meant them for me.
“You guys haven’t, like, planned anything for today, have you?”
“What did Noah say?”
“I didn’t ask. I didn’t want to hurt his feelings if he did. I’m just not a birthday person, Sawyer. Not since … well, you know …”
“I know, but birthdays are for celebrating, Princess. I promise if there’s something planned it can’t be too over the top. We’re driving through the middle of nowhere today. We could do a commemorative group selfie at a rest stop if you want to.”
With a waggle of my eyebrows, she bursts into laughter.
“That’s totally gross, but thanks for thinking of me.”
“You sure? I mean, I bet we could find a urinal cake to sing Happy Birthday around.”
Tears are streaming down her cheeks, and my heart is bursting with pride knowing I made her laugh hard enough to cry.
“Oh my God, stop. It’s a hard pass on the urinal cake, but I can get you one for your birthday if it’s something you’ve always wished for.”
“Don’t you dare. Chocolate for me, and vanilla for Noah. Never marble, that’s just a cop-out.”
She gazes at me with those gorgeous hazel eyes of hers. “The plot thickens. Another way you two are different.”
“Another one? Fill me in. What other ways are we different?”
Blushing, she shrugs. “I’m still trying to fill in the gaps, but this is what I know so far. You’re more intense, and Noah is more laid back. Noah is an open book, and you’re cautiously guarded. But where I feel like Noah probably makes friends easily, you don’t, and the ones you do have you’ll protect fiercely.”
“That’s it?” The words come out soft because the truth of the matter is, she nailed us perfectly.
“For differences, for now. The two of you are more alike than different.”
“How so?”
Tucking her feet beneath her, she gives me a sweet smile. “You both have an immense love of family. You’re both giving of your time and attention to anyone. Neither of you treats anyone as less than. I’ve seen you both out there helping with gear and setting up mics and stuff when you have the time. You spend time with the drivers.”
“Noah gets a bit carsick at the big window.”
“It happens to the best of us. Belle isn’t a fan either, but that’s beside the point. The two of you let me crash on your bus and into your life with open arms. I know it’s for the book, but none of you guys have treated me like an outsider, and I truly appreciate it.”
“I’ll let you in on a secret. Each of the other people we interviewed all felt like outsiders. Princess, you’re the only one who felt like a part of us from the moment we met. The five of us agreed in minutes, and that rarely happens. We were about to scrap the book.”
“Really?”
“Really. Maybe we felt the Triton in you from the get-go. This tour wouldn’t be the same without you. You’re part of us now. That’s why Warren outed your birthday. All birthdays are celebrated in some way on our buses.”
Noah steps out of his room, and that’s my cue to go to mine for a bit. Space between us all is important right now, and we’ll be together enough tonight.
“Thanks, Sawyer,” she says, catching sight of Noah and greeting him with a beaming smile.
“Anytime. I’ll see you later, I’ve got some calls to make.”

 “You got me a cake?” Mel squeals as Mac sits it on the table.
“We did, but I wasn’t sure about the flavor. I figured I couldn’t go wrong with vanilla and strawberries,” Noah replies, and she kisses him sweetly.
“It doesn’t matter what flavor it is, it’s the thought that counts, and it’s cake. I mean, is there actually a bad flavor? As long as it has frosting, I’m in.”
Darren high-fives her as Wyatt pours another round of tequila shots. We’re all pretty fucking lit. We spent the past couple of hours eating pizza, drinking, and shooting the shit. It feels good to be hanging out without any stress. Even Noah and I have been getting along like nothing ever happened.
Warren begins to put candles on the cake, and Mel gasps. “No … no, no, no. We’re not celebrating my birthday, so no candles.”
“Take a look around, Princess. I think this entire day has been a birthday celebration for you. Besides, if there are no candles, you don’t get a song.”
Darren fist bumps me. “Exactly, and who wouldn’t want our four fine asses, plus Warren, Mac, and Ryan, to sing Happy Birthday to them?”
“Come on, Mel, Joey and Iris would never forgive me if I didn’t sing their little girl Happy Birthday,” Warren cajoles.
“Maybe you can even wish for some O’s since Noah still hasn’t given them up,” Wyatt teases, and she promptly turns scarlet.
“Oh, he’s given me the O’s all right, he just hasn’t given up the D yet.”
Holy shit, I’m not sure if we’re laughing because Noah is practically purple he’s so embarrassed or because Mel is shitfaced and has completely lost her inhibitions.
Noah pulls her to him. “Anticipation.”
His husky tone has her biting her lip and her eyes fluttering closed as she nods in agreement. She looks so fucking hot in this moment. I seriously don’t know how Noah does it. If she were mine, I’d be sexing her up every chance I got. Life is too damn short to miss out on good fucking. Anticipation my ass.
While Noah has Mel in a lust-filled daze, he starts us off singing. By the time we finish, she couldn’t be smiling any wider if she tried.
“Thank you, that was beautiful.”
“Yeah, we’re not too bad when we try,” Wyatt teases.
Warren grabs some plates and forks and hands Mel a knife. “Ladies first.”
Mel cuts the cake like a pro, and when we all have a piece, Noah looks at it in frustration. “What the fuck?” he says, picking at the middle.
“Lemon?” Mel guesses as she bites into it.
“Oh, fuck no,” I say, spitting mine into a napkin. This shit is nasty. “It’s pineapple. Who the fuck puts pineapple in a cake?”
“What’s wrong with you? This is the bomb diggity. We have pineapple cake at my grandma’s all the time,” Darren says, scarfing his piece down in record time and reaching for another.
“I’m sorry, Mel, this isn’t what I ordered,” Noah apologizes sincerely. I feel bad. He was so excited to do this for her, and it backfired on him.
“It’s no big deal. The great thing about cake is that it pops open. Just scrape out the inside and eat the rest. As long as there’s frosting, the rest is details.”
We all follow suit except for Darren. In turn, he takes his fork and scoops all the unwanted pineapple filling off our plates and heaps it on his piece. Nasty fucker.
“That’s wrong on so many levels.”
“Your loss, Sawyer,” he says with his mouth full.
Wyatt turns his attention to Darren. “Why haven’t you ever asked for a pineapple cake then?”
“Because banana is where it’s at, but pineapple is a good second.”
“Of course.” Noah laughs. “How could we forget his banana obsession?”
“Name one thing banana doesn’t taste good in!” he retorts, and we’re all at a loss for words. “Mmhm. See? Banana is the best.”
“It’s better in chocolate cake though. Banana in vanilla cake isn’t as good,” Mel points out thoughtfully.
“Truth. Tell your girl Belle that for me.”
Mel laughs. “I’m afraid Belle is an ice cream cake girl to the core, no matter how hard I try to convert her. She says it’s the best of both worlds.”
“Also true,” Darren muses. “But I still prefer them side by side and not together.”
I texted Belle earlier to let her know we were having a small celebration for Princess and she never texted back. I reach down into my pocket for my phone and realize I left it in my room. Darting in to grab it, I see the flashing light as soon as I walk in. After taking a seat on my bed, I check the messages.
Slammed Chick: She doesn’t like her birthday, tread carefully.
Slammed Chick: Did she kill you?
No, she didn’t kill me. Sorry, I forgot my phone in my room.
Her reply is immediate.
Slammed Chick: I talked to her earlier, so I don’t want to call again. How is it going?
Good except they filled her cake with pineapple instead of strawberries.
Slammed Chick: As long as it’s got frosting, she won’t care.
Haha! You know her well – that’s exactly what she said.
Slammed Chick: Did you guys get her presents?
Just tequila, pizza, and cake. Didn’t want to push it.
Slammed Chick: Good call. Be careful; drunk Mel can be pretty unfiltered.
So we’ve seen, but it’s not the first time. Remember Sully’s?
Slammed Chick: That’s right you’ve already met Mel the lush. Good. Who is keeping an eye on her in Vegas?
Vegas. I’ve been trying not to think about that trip since it falls on the anniversary.
That would be Noah. I’ll be otherwise engaged.
Drowning my memories in vats of alcohol and maybe some pussy.
Slammed Chick: K as long as someone is with her. Vegas is one of her favorite places.
I can only imagine. She seems like the kind of girl who would hit the tables and the strip clubs with you.
I’ll pass that info along to Noah, although I’m pretty sure he’s got plans for them already laid out.
Slammed Chick: The romantic type, huh?
The forever and ever type. She’ll be in good hands.
Slammed Chick: Are you?
In good hands?
Slammed Chick: No … the forever and ever type.
Are you asking as a reporter?
Slammed Chick: WTF? None of our texts are EVER me being a reporter. We’re building a friendship here. Can’t you tell we’re bonding?
Friends … are we friends? We text often enough, and she is Darren’s girl. It’s only a matter of time before he admits he loves her.
Honestly hadn’t thought about it that way, but I guess we are. The answer is maybe if I ever found the right woman. As of now, I’m more of the single forever and ever type.
Slammed Chick: I’ve always felt the same, but Darren makes me wonder things I never have before. Not saying he’s it for me by far but he’s not a bad start.
If anything he’s a good distraction?
Slammed Chick: Never. He’s a good person, and we have a lot of fun together, but I wouldn’t lower him to the title of distraction. When it all ends I hope we’ll come out of it friends. I’d miss him if not.
Friends … there’s that word again.
Do you and Mel have other friends? Like, people, you hang out with on the regular?
Slammed Chick: We have each other, and that’s enough.
Touchy subject?
They’re just like us. A couple of loners who keep outsiders out. No wonder we all seem to understand each other so well.
Slammed Chick: No … yes … maybe. We’ve been through a lot and the last person we had in our circle let us down. In a way, it’s why I’m good at my job. I value trust, and I do my best to earn it and guard it. That’s why your phone number and your secrets are safe with me.
Their loss, you’re cool people.
Slammed Chick: Tell that to Eli.
Interesting.
Eli Watts was the only person they let into their world. I knew Mel was broken up over what happened with them, but I didn’t realize how deeply embedded he was in her life.
Maybe someday I will by rubbing my new friends in his face.
“Sawyer! Picture time, come back!” Drunk Mel bellows from the other room, and I can’t help but laugh.
All right I gotta go. Guess it’s picture time, and before you even say it, someone will forward one to you.
Slammed Chick: See you know me so well already. Told you we were friends.
After reading her text, I change her name in my phone. If we’re friends, she deserves a bit more respect than what I was giving her.
Later Belle.
Belle: Talk soon, Sawyer.
 




Las Vegas
After Mel’s birthday, we had an incident. It was raw, borderline illegal, and it’s seared into my memory like a scarlet letter.
“Sorry, Princess, that took longer than I thought,” I said as I grabbed some water and took a seat.
“No problem. Were you stuck on a call?”
Jesus, what do I have to do to get her to stop being so fucking nice?
“No, I was watching porn and jerking off.”
Her eyes dropped to my hands as desire flared in her irises. I couldn’t help smirking. It wasn’t my intention to tell her what I’d done, even though it wasn’t porn but mental images of her riding my cock. In a way, I’m glad I told her; I feel more like myself when I’m not wasting time sugarcoating shit for people.
“Good for you. Feel better?” She was pissed, and it worked in my favor. If I could make her hate me, this ridiculous attraction I had with her would have to end.
“It helped to blow off some steam, but what I really need is a willing fuck. How about you, Princess? Want to help me out?” I couldn’t believe I actually said that to her.
“What the hell, Sawyer? What’s wrong with you?!”
“Oh, come on, why are you acting all high and mighty? It’s not as if you haven’t ridden the musician train before. And it’s not like my brother is giving you any. Let’s work out our frustrations together. I promise you’ll feel better.” Her anger pushed me forward. She’s even hotter when she’s fired up, and if the underlying chemistry between us hadn’t been sparking, if desire wasn’t simmering just under her surface, I would have backed off. Instead, I moved closer and put my hand on her thigh and soaked in the high of being that close to her.
“Are you on drugs again?” she demanded, practically breathing fire.
“No, I’m just an asshole who wants what he can’t have.”
Fear crept into her expression and, for a split second, I thought it was because she was afraid to want me. “What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.
I pulled her close, wrapping my arm around her waist. “What do you think it means, Princess? It means I want to fuck you.” The instant the words were said, I knew I’d crossed a line I could never uncross.
Everything else happened in a split second. I quickly realized she wasn’t afraid of her feelings for me at all. Princess was afraid of me, and she reacted accordingly. Her open palm met my cheek with surprising force. Stunned, she pulled away and shook out her hand. As the burn from the well-deserved hit set in, I reached for my cheek. Mel watched as she continued backing away fearfully. I’d never seen her so angry, and I’d never felt so lost, defeated, and ashamed.
“You love him.” The words fell from my mouth unbidden, but they were the absolute truth between us, one I’d been too blind to fully consider.
“What? No.” She denied it, but her love for Noah shone in those gorgeous hazel eyes of hers.
“I was testing you, trying to gauge your feelings for him. I had to know if you could be swayed back to your old ways.” The lie fell from my lips naturally. She could easily see through me, but the goodness in her wavered. I could tell she wanted to believe me. If I were honorable, I’d warn her away from me before I cross another boundary. Unfortunately for her, I’d never been honorable.
“I like him, a lot. I’m not that girl anymore, Sawyer, and you testing me or whatever the fuck it was you just did is not part of my job description. You don’t get to talk to me like that, and if it ever happens again, I’m going straight to the label. Sexual harassment is real, Sawyer, and you are an asshole. We’re done for today.”
Once she stormed off and slammed the door behind her, I screamed a slew of profanities, and then I did something I hadn’t since the Marilyn debacle—I went to my room and cried.
This all happened two weeks ago, and my actions were completely unforgivable. I fell into a rabbit hole of one-sided affection, and it’s taking everything I am to crawl out of it. We haven’t spoken more than a couple of words when greeting one another. Our morning chats no longer exist, but it’s for the best. I’m surprised she hasn’t gone to Noah or the label. I basically sexually assaulted her and, at the very least, it was harassment. I still can’t shake the look of shock and devastation on her face. Each day I consider telling the label all of it. At this point, calling off the tour might be a blessing. It would keep Mel comfortable, keep me from doing anything else self-destructive and hurtful, and it would make Noah happy.
The worst part of all has been watching from the sidelines as she’s pushed Noah away the past two weeks. First, she played sick, then she blamed her cycle, but never once did she blame me. I want to know why.
“Hey, Sawyer, do you have a minute?” Noah pokes his head into my room and looks like a wounded puppy.
“Yeah, of course. What’s up?”
Stepping inside, he closes the door behind him. “We get into Vegas tomorrow, and I wanted to make this trip special for Mel. Finally, you know …”
I’m not sure I’ll ever get over the fact Noah is a grown man and still blushes when he talks about sex. “What’s the problem? You love her, I’m pretty sure she loves you, and money isn’t an issue, so what gives?”
“Haven’t you noticed how different she’s been since her birthday? She’s pulling away from me, and I don’t know why or how to fix it. Or if I even should. Maybe she’s second-guessing this whole thing.”
“Hey,” I say, putting my guitar to the side and throwing an arm over his shoulder, “talk to her. Better yet, surprise her with an epically romantic trip. We already know she doesn’t like her birthday, maybe this is normal, how she comes back from it.”
“True, but I feel like it’s more than that.”
If he only knew.
“I’m sure it’s not you. It’s bad timing. Between her birthday, being sick, and shark week, it’s no wonder she’s off. Be happy she’s not shy about things or you’d really have something to worry about.”
He nods. “Yeah, all of that is true.”
“Get her some flowers, ask her if she feels up to your plans, give her options. Women appreciate options, right?”
“I’m pretty sure most people do.”
“Belle says Mel loves Vegas. I’m sure you guys will have a blast.”
“When did you talk to Belle?” he asks, surprised.
“We text almost every day. I guess we’re becoming friends.”
Noah’s smile only makes me feel worse. He wouldn’t be smiling if he knew what I did to his girl.
“That’s good, Sawyer. We need more friends, especially you. There’s something else I want to talk to you about.”
“Shoot.”
“This weekend I was planning to spend time with Mel, but I can push it to Thanksgiving if you want me to. I know this is a rough weekend for you.”
This is why I do things for Noah; he always considers my feelings. “Absolutely not. I’ve already got alcohol and women in my future to ease the pain. Maybe a strip club or two. It’s handled. I’ll see J in a week. It’s all good, Noah.”
“If you change your mind …”
“I won’t. I’m not a kid anymore. It’s a rough day, but that’s all it is. Spending it with J is a comfort. A reminder that we made it, that he made it.”
His eyes soften as he leans back against the wall. “He only made it because of you.”
Laughing, I lean back next to him. “I’m pretty sure the EMTs and doctors had a lot more to do with it than I did.”
“Bullshit. You controlled the bleeding. You talked him through it. You found him in the first fucking place and stumbled through the carnage to get to him. Here we are, over twenty years later, and it still impacts you in more ways than you’re willing to admit. I know you can be alone, and it will just be a bad day, but you need to know I’m here. We’re all here, and you don’t ever have to do anything alone.”
His emphatic pleas hit me deep in the place where I’m already feeling vulnerable because of what an asshole I was to Mel. “Thanks, Noah.”
He jumps off the bed and pulls me with him. “Time to hug it out.”
Noah pulls me into his arms and hugs me tightly. At first I groan because that’s what brothers do, but within seconds I’m hugging him back.
“Let’s squash everything else, Sawyer. Nothing is more important to me than my relationship with you, and all this fighting and shit is for the birds. We’re fucking Westons, we’re better than this.”
“Deal. Love you, big brother.”
“Love you too.”

The morning we pull into Vegas, I wake up to a new Facebook notification from Noah. It’s a rare occasion when Noah is awake before me, but last night I stayed up working on a new song and didn’t crash until the early morning hours.
#MCW – Man Crush Whatever goes to my brother Sawyer. Most people don’t know him well, but that’s because he wants it that way. He is my best friend, my favorite person, and everything I strive to be. Some people think he’s abrupt, but his friends know the truth. Even though I’m the big brother in this family, there will never be a time when I don’t look up to him, and today is no different. I love you, little brother. Let’s rock Vegas!
Only Noah would vaguebook a post like this. I think it accomplished what it was supposed to; I woke up laughing because the comments are hilarious.
Anna Smith – MCW – Man Crush Weston, Man Candy Weston, your fans can have those for free if they don’t already.
Darren Miller – More like My Corny Weston. Really, Noah? Isn’t it a little early to be kissing Sawyer’s ass? What did you do, eat the last Pop-Tart?
Noah Weston – Shh, bring me your emergency stash and he’ll never know.
Wyatt Smith – Anna Smith, the only initials you need to concern yourself with are My Cutie Wyatt.
Anna Smith – Aww, babe, you need to reverse them. WCM – Wyatt’s Cock is Mine
Rory Weston – Anna! You just became my WCM – Woman Crush Monday – get it, girl!
Wyatt Smith – Back off, Rory, she’s mine, and I don’t share. P.S. It’s not Monday
Darren Miller – Dude, Wyatt, sister boundaries!
Noah Weston – What he said. Boundaries, Wyatt!
Wyatt Smith – Whatever, dudes, I’m married. Sister boundaries are fully in place and protected.
Rory Weston – She’ll still be my WCM on Monday, so deal, Wyatt.
Anna Smith – Rory, I actually think it’s supposed to be WCW.
Rory Weston – Whatever, we’ll break the mold with WCM and become new trendsetters.
Darren Miller – There you go, Rory, be the change you want to see in the world and break the internet while you’re at it. Anna would be an awesome WCW – Woman Crush Whatever
Jordan Weston – MCW could be My Cousin Weston. I’m wounded. Where’s the love, Noah?
Diane Weston-Jackson – MCW – Many Cocky Westons seems more appropriate for this post. Or maybe My Cocky Westons?
Karen Weston – Many Cocky Westons! We could print shirts with that for our family photos. It would be a hoot. Love you guys!
Sawyer Weston – OMG, Mom, that would be epic! Thanks for the post, Noah, you’re my BBB4Life.
Rory Weston – Dammit, Sawyer, English for those not in on the joke. What’s a BBB?
Sawyer Weston – Sorry, Rory. Best friend, Brother, and Bastard.
Rory Weston – Thanks. Totally appropriate. Gotta go to class. Love you guys!
“Come in,” I call out when there’s a knock on my door.
“Good, you’re up. Let’s go get breakfast, and you can help me out with something.”
“Sure, I could eat. Give me about fifteen minutes to take a quick shower. Nice post, by the way.”
Flashing me a goofy smile, he says, “I know, it’s what I do, and it’s how I feel. Now hurry up. I’m hungry.”
Noah is waiting outside for me in the SUV once I’m ready.
“About time,” he grumbles.
“Well, I could have skipped brushing my teeth …”
“Thank God you didn’t take it to that extreme. Look, we might have an issue.” Noah fidgets as Mac puts the car in drive, his gaze nervously darting between Mac and me.
“What kind of issue?”
“Sara—”
“What about her?” Instantly, I’m on edge. I don’t need this shit, especially not today.
“It’s probably nothing, but I got a message on Facebook after my post this morning from one of our mutual friends. She said she knew what went down with Sara and me, and she thought I should know Sara had been bragging about having tickets to one of the Vegas shows.”
“Mac, what do you think about this?” I ask, deferring to his expertise.
“I’m not sure. It could just be talk, but even if she has tickets, they don’t grant her access to Noah. It’s been a few years now, guys. I’m not sure you should be alarmed just yet.”
“Have you told Mel?”
“No. Mel doesn’t know anything about Sara at all.”
“Maybe it’s time the two of you have a conversation. We don’t know what Sara is up to.”
Noah sighs as Mac pulls up to a deserted looking diner off the strip.
“Come on, you two, let’s figure this out inside. I hear some biscuits and gravy calling my name.”
Mac knows his breakfast, and if he brought us here, it’s because he knows it’s good. The waitress runs up to us and pulls Mac into a hug.
“Malcolm Jones! It’s about time you brought your fine self back into town!”
“You know I can’t pass up your food, Shelia.”
“That’s not all you didn’t use to be able to pass up,” she teases, and Noah and I laugh. It’s fun when we get a sneak peek into Mac’s world pre-Bastards. “Are these your friends?” she asks, pulling out of his hug.
“My bosses, Noah and Sawyer Weston.”
She eyes us both up as we shake hands. “We’re his friends, too, even though he won’t tell anyone that when he’s on the clock,” I grumble, and she laughs.
“That sounds like Malcolm. Come on, let’s get you settled and get some food in you before the lunch rush hits.”
After ordering Shelia disappears into the kitchen and leaves us with a carafe of perfectly-brewed coffee. Mac monitors my caffeine intake, and once I’ve poured my second cup, he opens a dialogue.
“Sawyer, I know you’re worried, and you have a right to be, but we’re equipped for this. You pay for the best security money can buy. I’ve got a gun, and I’m not afraid to use it if I have to. Sara is a nuisance, but we’ll handle it should she become a threat again. All of this is speculation right now.”
Noah’s shoulders relax briefly until Mac turns his attention to him, then he tenses again. “In the event this becomes more than we want, I’ve got a few rules. The sooner you tell Amelia the better. It can hold until Thanksgiving if it needs to. If Sara is going to do something, she’s likely going to wait until you’re back on familiar territory. Keep your phone on and charged at all times, and don’t go anywhere without Ryan, myself, or one of the rest of the crew. I’m going to bring more security in on standby in case we need them.”
“You all look so serious. Eat up. There’s nothing that some good food can’t make better.” Sheila places our food in front of us, and there’s so much of it I’m not sure where to start.
“This looks incredible.”
“Thanks, baby,” she says, patting my arm.
“It smells amazing,” Noah adds, reaching for a fork.
Mac takes a bite and groans appreciatively, winking at her after he swallows. “Best damn thing I’ve put in my mouth in months.”
With a lascivious gaze, her eyes roam his body before meeting his again. “Stick around this time. I’ll fill your mouth with so much goodness you won’t know what hit you.”
Mac watches her ass sashay away before turning his attention back to his food.
“Ex-girlfriend?” Noah asks.
“Nah, Sheila is a good friend, but it’s never been like that between us.”
“Too bad, she’s sexy,” Noah replies.
“It runs in the family, so is her brother. He’s my ex.”
“Oh … well … yeah, that could get uncomfortable. Being bi is one thing. Banging your ex-boyfriend’s sister is another. Unless he was okay with it, of course.”
“He wouldn’t be, and that’s why it will never happen,” Mac states firmly.
We don’t make it our business to know our employees’ sexual orientations. The only thing we care about is their job performance. But one night, about seven years ago, we took Mac out for his birthday and got him drunk. He and Jordan hit it off, and they had a short-term fling. After one drunken hook-up he confessed what happened and tried to resign. Once he realized that wasn’t happening, we gave him and J our blessings to hook up if that’s what they wanted. J tried to tell Mac it was no big deal, but Mac is a stand-up guy and wanted it all out in the open.
“Are you going to tell Mel now?” I ask.
“No, I’m not going to tell her until we’re home. She’s already acting strange enough. Depending on how our talk goes today, it might be pointless to worry her.”
“What’s your plan for today?”
“On the way back to the bus we’re going to stop for flowers, and then you’re going to Darren’s bus while I talk to her about this weekend.”
“No problem, but don’t take too long. I want to get my things and head to the hotel. I’ve got a night of sin and damnation in front of me, and I don’t want to waste a second of it.”
Mac laughs, and Noah rolls his eyes. The reality is, I’m just hoping to get drunk and maybe get laid if I can make it out of my room.
After breakfast, Noah goes into a flower shop in the same strip mall and comes out with a huge vase of roses. He’s so nervous it’s almost funny. When we get back to the bus, Mac gets out of the SUV, and I turn to Noah.
“She’s going to love the flowers, and she’s going to be excited you want to spend time with her tonight. Don’t be nervous, just be you.”
“Thanks, Sawyer.”
“You’re welcome. In case you’re planning more anticipation, stop. She wants you, so man up.”
“And there’s the Sawyer we know and love.”
“You know it. Good luck, Romeo,” I say as I ruffle his hair on the way out of the truck.
 




Best Friends
Even after the great morning we had, Noah and I got into it before parting ways. Mel and Noah were all over each other when we went to tell them the rooms were ready. I’m getting used to it and even made a joke, but Noah went off anyway.
He’s understandably stressed about this potential Sara shit, but he’s the one who wanted to call a truce in the first place. I think I need to stay far away when it comes to him and Mel. Not just for my own well-being but also for Noah’s. He knows I have feelings for her; it’s no wonder he’s being protective.
“What are we doing tonight, Sawyer?” Darren asks once Mac has cleared our rooms. We have adjoining ones this time, and if it weren’t for him being hooked on Belle, we could have some fun.
“Drinking, and whatever else comes up. What time are you getting your freak on with Belle?”
“Early, around seven. She has to work, and she said she didn’t want to keep me away from the Vegas nightlife.”
I pour us both a whiskey and pass him one. “Sounds to me like she wants to make sure you’re satisfied before going out and less likely to hit it with someone else.”
He spins his cup in a circle on the table. “You know I wouldn’t do that.”
With a raised brow, I reply, “Wouldn’t you? Let me rephrase that. Why couldn’t you? Have you discussed being monogamous? A few days ago, you didn’t even know how to ask her to the Thanksgiving show.”
“Fuck you,” he says, slamming his shot down in one gulp. As soon as his cup hits the table, I’m pouring him a refill.
“Just calling it like I see it. Don’t get me wrong, I like Belle, and I think the two of you could be good together. But seriously, Darren, how do you know she’s not banging some other dude if you two haven’t had the talk?
“She’s not. Well … she could be, but I’d know. Belle is honest as fuck. If she were having sex with someone else, she’d say so.”
“If you’re sure,” I answer with a shrug.
“How about you? What’s going on with you and Mel? Noah seemed pretty pissed this morning. I can’t believe he’s still mad about the drug stuff.”
After downing my drink and pouring another, I meet his eyes. “He’s not, he believes me about the drugs. He’s pissed because I told him I have feelings for Mel and he’s afraid I’m going to act on them.”
“Why didn’t you tell me this sooner?”
“I thought things were fine and they are. It’s just some lingering jealousy that throws him off, and I can’t blame him. He’s got a good thing going, plus … Sara might be back in the picture. Rumor has it she has tickets to one of the shows here.”
“Fuck. Poor Noah.”
“Yup.”
We drift into an uncomfortable silence at the idea of Sara being an issue again when Darren finally changes the subject.
“Show me that song you were working on the other day. Do you have it with you? Might as well get creative until we go out later.”
“Yeah, sure. It’s not a hard and fast song. This one would fall in line with the acoustic stuff we have going on now. Not like it matters.”
“Of course it matters, asshole. We’re not done making music, and I don’t care what Noah and Wyatt think they know now, they’re going to want to tour again eventually.”
“Wyatt maybe, Noah … I’m not so sure,” I say, handing him the new song.
Falling so fast
You turned your back on me
Down the rabbit hole
I landed
Screaming silently
Unworthy and broken
Lying crumpled on the ground
Defeated and hopeless
Jesus, please, take me now
Unworthy
Broken
My pain means nothing to you
Your shadow has faded
Your love, disintegrated
You don’t care
And that’s fine
My tears will stop in time
Fell down so fast
My heart, shattered like glass
I’m dead without you
But you don’t care anymore
When Darren finishes reading, he looks up at me. Shaking his head, he places the music on the table. He reaches for the bottle, refills our drinks, and takes a sip of his before leaning back in his chair and locking his eyes on mine.
“There is nothing I want more than for you to be happy. For the past couple of months, I’ve been wishing like crazy you would fight for her.”
“Darren,” I grumble, and he holds his hand up to stop me from going any further.
“Listen, please. Amelia Greyson is the best thing to ever happen to Noah, and I want them to have a lifetime of happiness. They deserve it, and maybe someday they’ll realize it and have it. You are my very best friend, and I want you to be happy too.”
He pauses and finishes his drink. “I think you could be the best version of yourself with her. But you’re not ready for that kind of love yet, Sawyer. When you are, one day, when you least expect it, I know without a doubt it’s going to find you.”
Darren stands and wanders over to the window, looking out at the strip. When he turns back toward me, it’s with a determination I haven’t seen in a while. “All of this emotional baggage you’re carrying, your feelings for Mel, your anger at Noah, hell … even the anniversary lingering over your head … it’s inspiring the fuck out of you.”
He picks up the music and waves it in my face. “This right here … Fuck, man, this is pure musical genius. This is Sawyer fucking Weston at his core. Use those feelings, that pain and anger, and light the musical world on fire, Sawyer! You’ve got a God-given talent, a gift people would damn near kill for, and I cannot wait to see where it is going to take you in life.”
As Darren finishes his rant, someone knocks on the door. He walks to the adjoining doors and looks at me once again. “You’re going to want to answer that. I’ll be in my room if you want to hang out later, but otherwise, I’ll see you tomorrow.”
What in the world was that all about? I’m still stuck on him saying I’m not ready for love as I go to open the door. I mean, I’m not sure I am, but he was kind of an unsupportive dick about it. Just as I’m about to open the door, someone knocks again. I fling it open, getting ready to go off, when I see three of my favorite people: Wyatt, Anna, and Jordan.
All the drinks Darren and I just had have kicked in, and my emotions are soaring as I pull Jordan in for a hug. “Fuck, J, I’m so glad to see you.”
Anna and Wyatt exchange knowing glances, and when I release J, I pull them both in for a group hug. “Thank you. I don’t know how you did this, but thank you.”
“It was all Wyatt,” Anna says with a proud smile.
“It was nothing. I made a few calls and picked them both up at the airport at the same time. No big deal.”
He’s wrong, it’s a big deal. “You sly fucker. Does everyone know?”
“Just Darren,” Wyatt says. “He helped me pull it all together last minute.”
“Noah doesn’t know?” I’m shocked Wyatt wouldn’t tell him.
Wyatt shakes his head. “Nah, he’s got his own shit going on, and I didn’t want him to miss out on his weekend either.”
My eyes lock on his. “He wouldn’t have, they need this time together. I’d never interrupt them.”
Nodding, he smiles. “I know, Sawyer.”
Anna and J knock on Darren’s door and go inside without waiting for an answer, giving the two of us a minute.
“Look, Wyatt, I know we haven’t talked about this, and I’m sure you and Noah have because he needs someone to vent to when it can’t be me. Whatever I’m going through right now is on me. Mel makes Noah happy, and that makes me happy.”
“We’re all brothers, Sawyer, and I’m not taking any sides. Thank you for saying that, but you don’t have to explain yourself to me. I was there that night … fuck, we all were, and no one was oblivious to the way Mel affected you when you met. Hell, the sexual tension between you two took over the room at one point.”
“You’re crazy.”
With a raised brow, he replies, “Dude, stop. Some things are just facts, and the truth is, when you took your shirt off she looked like it took every ounce of her self-control not to lick the sweat from your abs. Maybe I’m the only other person who noticed, but the fact of the matter still remains there was something between you guys.”
Leaning back in my chair with a sigh, I pour another drink. “Why are you telling me this?”
“Because, contrary to what everyone thinks, I’m not automatically on Noah’s side in all things. Regardless of how you both feel, she picked him, and I guess that’s where I’m at in this. I’m not on your side or his side, I’m on her side.”
Wyatt’s words resonate deep within, and my respect for him just grew even more. Princess should be the only person who matters in this situation. This pissing match between Noah and me stops now.
“Thanks, man, you just put a new perspective on this I hadn’t considered.”
“No problem, and before I take my wife back to my room and ravish her until morning, there’s one more thing I want to apologize for.”
“What in the world could you possibly need to apologize for? You just gave me one of the best gifts I’ve ever gotten. Seriously, Wy, having J here tonight means more to me than you can imagine.”
My eyes glaze over, but fucking hell, there’s no way I’m going to cry, not now.
“When I married Anna, I didn’t think about how it would impact the band. I never thought about retiring at all until after I proposed. Even then, it was kind of this fleeting thing that would just randomly come and go.” He pauses, his expression riddled with guilt.
“Something happened after we said our vows. I realized there was no way I could give her the full commitment of a marriage if I was going to be traveling for the next who-knows-how-many years. My wife deserves the world, and if I can’t give her that, I can at least give her me. She’s been my rock for ten years through all of this, and I owe her. Now that her career is taking off, it’s my turn to be her rock.”
“Bethie married the right man, Wyatt. My best friend chose well picking my other best friend.” He laughs at my ridiculous reply. “We knew it was going to end someday. It’s fine.”
“No, it’s not. Noah is taking all the blame from you for this, but if I hadn’t gotten married, I don’t think it would have lit that fire under him to quit. At least, not so soon. I should have manned up and told you what I was thinking and feeling. Instead, Noah took it upon himself to open the door, and I gladly followed him.”
“You guys have the right to live your lives and want more for yourselves than this band. My failure to plan for the future isn’t your problem or Noah’s, it’s mine. If anything, the past year has given me a lot to think about.”
The rest of them come back in, and Anna perches herself on Wyatt’s lap. “Have you come to any conclusions?” he asks.
“Yeah, I have. I’m going to take a year and regroup. Enjoy life. Spend time with my nieces and my family. Maybe take Rory on a vacation and get to know her better. She’s always been Noah’s shadow, and I’ve been Diane’s, it’s time to change that. Afterward, we’ll see. Anything can happen, except a solo career. No matter what you all think, that is not in the cards for me.”
“Sounds like a good plan, Sawyer. I’m proud of you,” Anna says before kissing me on the cheek.
“Well, I’ve got a Skype hook-up happening soon, I’m out,” Darren says before leaving, and Wyatt takes that as his cue.
“We’ve got lost time to make up for, so we’re off to …”
Wyatt is trying to be a gentleman, but Anna doesn’t care. “Fuck like rabbits is what he’s getting at. See you guys later!”
Once they’re gone, and it’s just J and me, I’m filled with peace.
I turn my focus on him. “I’m so glad you came. How long are you staying?”
“Not long, I have to get back soon. My plane leaves at five in the morning.”
Disappointment floods through me. “Oh, why so soon?”
“The bar is booked for a private event tomorrow. I just hired a new girl, but she isn’t starting until the end of next week. The night of your show, in fact. We’re short staffed, so I don’t have a choice.”
“I thought the bar was doing well. Why don’t you hire more people? If money is an issue—”
The dirty look he flashes me shuts me up quickly. “I don’t need your money. The bar is doing great, better than ever, actually. You know I hate people and paperwork. I need a new bar manager, but I’d rather work myself to the bone than go through the paces with someone else.”
“It will only get worse the longer you put it off, but it’s your bar and your call. What do you want to do while you’re here?”
“Get drunk and pass out.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
A few hours later, we’re both drunk as can be. Room service just delivered a ton of food, and the kid was on cloud nine. I guess Noah gave him tickets to the show earlier and he can’t wait to come. Not to be fully outdone by Noah once again, I tipped him a couple hundred bucks. It may not be highly-coveted concert tickets, but it’s at least enough for him to take his date to a nice dinner.
After closing the door behind the guy, J’s eyes are still locked where he was. “Earth to Jordan. You know he’s gone, right?”
Jordan laughs and plucks a fry from one of the plates. “Yes, I’m not that drunk, but he was hot.”
“Eh, he was all right.”
I learned long ago to try to appreciate good-looking men so I could be J’s wingman and shit wouldn’t be weird.
“He was better than all right. You need to get your eyes examined.”
“My eyes are just fine, asshole. He was too damn young.”
Smirking, his eyes meet mine. “The young ones are fun. Besides, he was probably only five years younger than us, old man. If he were a girl, you’d have been fine with it.”
“Not these days. I’m in a serious slump, but oddly enough, I’m okay with it. The girls this time around seem so much younger.”
“Maybe you’re finally feeling your age?”
“Definitely feeling my age.”
A silence settles between us as we eat, and he pours more shots when we finish. “To my family, may they rest in peace far away from my asshole father. Hopefully, he’s burning in eternal damnation.”
“You want to talk about it, J?”
“I just wish Mom had put Carly in the closet with me.”
Aunt Carol was trying to escape Jordan’s room to hide Carly when her husband caught up with her. The police figured she was trying to hide each kid in a different room to better their odds of staying alive before the police came.
“She was trying to keep you both safe.”
Now crying, he looks up at me. “I know, but why was I the only lucky one? Some days it’s so fucking hard, Sawyer.”
This is why we needed to be together tonight. I’m the only person in the family who has the slightest idea what it was like inside their house that day.
“You were meant to be our brother, J. That’s the only reason I’ve got,” I answer, finally letting my tears spill over as I pull him into a hug.
After we’re both cried out, we pass out for a few hours until Jordan’s alarm goes off. I ride with Mac to drop him off at the airport with promises to visit him for a few days when we get home next week.
This weekend sucks every year, and it probably will for the rest of our lives. At least with the dawn of a new day I feel a bit lighter. Too bad the feeling couldn’t last.
 




Crazy Bitch
“What’s with the extra security?” I ask, pulling out a chair and taking a seat next to Anna.
“You haven’t heard?!” Darren exclaims.
I’ve got a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. Anna passes me the coffee the waitress just brought and asks for another. “I haven’t heard anything.”
“Sara is here. She broke into Noah and Mel’s room yesterday when they were in the casino,” Wyatt answers for him.
“Why am I just now hearing about this?” I’m trying to keep my voice down, but this isn’t okay. Security breaches should immediately be sent to all of us.
Wyatt stirs his coffee before replying. “Warren and Noah decided to keep it on the down low until they worked out all the security details, I guess. You should have an email by now though, have you checked?”
“No, after I got back from dropping off J, I slept for a couple of hours and then came straight here after taking a shower.”
“Hey, guys,” Noah greets us as he takes a seat.
“Are you okay?”
“I’m fine, Sawyer, really.” When his eyes meet mine, the tension in my shoulders lessens.
“Why didn’t you call me?”
“It was unexpected. I called Tony and Warren while Ryan got rid of Sara, and then I spent a long while explaining everything to Mel. Once I was finished, I figured if I called you, you would get all hovery and I didn’t want to make your bad weekend any worse. What about you, are you okay today?”
Darren snickers and I smile, trying to ease Noah’s anxiety. “I’m great. Wyatt flew J in for the night.”
“No shit?” Noah flashes a huge grin at Wyatt. “Thanks, that’s the best thing I could have heard today, seriously. Is he okay? Why isn’t he here?”
“Bar shit. He flew back at five this morning. He’s fine. We … got through it like usual.”
“Carly?” he whispers, and I nod. Jordan’s little sister has always been his biggest regret.
“What in the actual fuck?” Anna blurts out, and when we look up, we see exactly why she’s pissed. Sara and her friends have just been seated at a nearby table. When she sees she has our attention, she waves as if we’re long lost friends. “That demented bitch. She may not realize she shouldn’t fuck with you, Noah, but she’s about to get my foot up her ass right now.”
As Anna pushes herself back from the table, I wrap my arm around her waist and pull her back down. “Come on, killer, we have men we pay good money to do that. Let’s keep you off Lizzie Borden’s radar for a wee bit longer, shall we?”
I’m joking, but it’s just to lighten the mood. The last thing I want is Sara setting her sights on any of the rest of us. Having one of us on her crazy-ass radar is scary enough. She’s eerily unhinged, and I don’t like that she’s back in our lives one single bit.
“Yeah, babe, please listen to Sawyer.”
Anna leans across the table and kisses her husband. “For now, but if she starts something, I’m going to finish it.”
Wyatt chuckles. “You wouldn’t be you if you didn’t.”
“Damn straight.”
We manage to make it through breakfast with each of us only occasionally glancing at her table. The security guards pretty much have us surrounded anyway; we’re quite a spectacle. It’s probably a good thing Mel isn’t here.
“Where’s Mel?” I ask now that she’s in my head.
“We ah … didn’t get much sleep last night, so she opted to sleep in and call for room service. Mac has one of the new guards up there.”
From the blush on his cheeks, I know they finally had sex. I’m happy for him; he needed something good in his life right now, especially with Sara here.
“Gotcha. As long as there’s security, she’ll be fine. Besides, we know where the bitch is right now, and that’s far away from Mel.”
After breakfast, Anna ignores protocol and starts walking out ahead of us, passing right by Sara’s table. Great.
The next thing I hear is Anna’s angry voice as we all catch up to her.
“You’re such a bitch!”
“I’m the bitch?” Sara retorts with a laugh.
“You’re a lying, thieving whore with a staring problem if you want to know exactly what I think of you.”
“Oh, Bethie,” Sara coos as I shoot daggers at her for using my nickname. “Haven’t you learned yet that playing mother hen to these guys is a waste of your time? Why don’t you run along and play with Noah’s new slut so he and I can have some much-needed alone time.”
The guards are surrounding the situation, and Noah signals them to move in closer, but he’s giving Anna respect and letting her deal with it—for now. Wyatt places his hand on Anna’s hip and tries unsuccessfully to get her to walk away.
“Instead of picking a fight with me, you could better use your time to … I don’t know, actually get a fucking job so you can pay Noah back all the money you siphoned away from him. You’re a lazy bitch, though, so maybe a fundraising campaign is more your style. Let’s see, you can call it something like ‘Thieving whore needs a sugar daddy for Lasik surgery and more.’ Hmm, actually, it sounds like a better title for your Tinder page. What do you think, Noah? Can she—”
“You fucking bitch!” Sara shrieks, lunging at Anna. Ryan is on it though. He picks Anna up around the waist and walks out with her before Sara can even get to her.
If Sara wasn’t crazy, that would have been amusing to watch. Now I’m just worried Anna is going to be in her crosshairs too.
“Anna, I love you, but let Sara be crazy. I don’t care about the money, but I do care about you. Stay away from her.”
“Listen to Noah, babe, please,” Wyatt says, pulling her close. He’s worried, I can see it in his eyes, and he’s got a reason to be. Wyatt has always given Anna free rein. He recognizes she needs her freedom and the ability to express herself, but I know he kicks himself in the ass a lot for not listening to his protective instincts.
“Fine, let’s go upstairs and catch a quick nap before you have to get to sound check.”
Darren, Anna, and Wyatt all head for the elevators, but I linger with Noah.
“Where are you going?”
He rubs the back of his neck and shakes his head. “Conference center, I’ve got a call with Warren and Tony. Warren is meeting me there.”
“Can I come?”
“Of course.”
Warren isn’t in the room when we get there, so we get comfortable.
“Tell me what really happened yesterday.”
Noah flashes a weak grin. “Honestly, it was a mess. There was a clinger in the casino, so we went upstairs.”
“How did Mel handle the clinger?”
Noah chuckles. “With utter amusement. I swear she was trying not to laugh her ass off while I was trying to extricate myself from the girl.”
“Somehow that doesn’t surprise me in the least. Dating a Triton has its perks.”
“Yeah, but I’m not sure that’s always going to be a good thing,” he confesses.
“What do you mean?”
“When Ryan pulled Sara out of our room, it was almost like Mel shut down. I tried to get her to stay with me so she could see Sara meant nothing to me, but she insisted on leaving us alone instead.”
“And that’s a bad thing?”
“No, I was relieved because she was at least safe and out of Sara’s eyeline.”
“Okay, then you need to explain this better.”
Exhaling, he leans back and props his feet up on the chair next to him. “When I got inside, she was sitting on the balcony. She was quite buzzed and only had on a sweater. She was freezing, Sawyer, and she didn’t even seem fazed by it. Almost like she was completely disconnected from reality. She thought I was going back to Sara.”
“What? Why would she assume that?”
“I’m not sure, but she was … insecure? She was taken with Sara’s beauty.”
“Well, I’m sure you told Mel Sara is nothing compared to her, right? Mel is gorgeous.”
“Of course I did, but it still took some convincing. Everything worked out though. We had a good night, and you were right.”
“I typically am, but what was I right about this time?” I ask, kicking my feet up on the table.
“She loves me.”
When the words leave his mouth, everything clicks in place. This is right. This is what should be happening. I ignore the ache deep down in my chest and give Noah a genuine smile.
“I’m happy for you. There’s something about the two of you that gives the rest of us hope.”
With a raised brow, he counters, “You have hope now?”
“Shut up. You don’t have to rub it in.”
“It’s about time, little brother. When does the great woman search begin?”
“Ha! One thing at a time, big brother. Let’s finish the tour first and adjust to regular life again before you set up my online dating profile or anything.”
“Oh, I could have so much fun with that,” he adds, chuckling.
“So the rest of your night was …”
His answering smile says it all. “It was perfect. I’m a lucky man.”
Knowing Noah is happy makes me feel good.
“Good, so when is the big announcement?”
Coughing, he replies, “What announcement?”
“That you’re dating, official, whatever you want to call it. I’m sure Belle will dub it something like ‘Noah Weston is officially off the market. Kleenex stocks rise and sales soar.’”
“I’m not sure, but I’d like to do it soon. The fewer secrets we keep, the better. I hate trying to hide shit.”
“Amen to that. What did you think I meant? You looked a little freaked out there.”
“I don’t know, for some reason my mind jumped to marriage and babies.”
Laughing at his answer, I shake my head. “I’d hope not. Mel’s great, but it’s a little fast for all that with anyone, don’t you think?”
He pauses and answers slowly, “Maybe, but … I can picture all of it. With her … eventually. Honestly, sooner rather than later.”
“I’m so glad it’s you who inherited that gene.”
His brow furrows. “What gene?”
“The hopeless romantic.”
With a serious expression, he moves his feet and turns his chair to face me completely. “Don’t fool yourself, Sawyer, you’ve got it too. When you least expect it to rear its ugly head, it will. In fact, I’d be willing to bet once you fall, you’ll fall harder than I did.”
“Guess you’ll have to wait and see.”
He gives me a smug smile. “And I can’t wait to tell you I told you so.”
“I wasn’t expecting both of you, but I’m not surprised,” Warren says as he closes the door behind him. “Shall we get down to business?”
 




Unexpected Surprises
I’ve just wrapped a towel around my waist when the door between my room and Darren’s flies open. I didn’t expect to see him until our next show now that Belle made a surprise appearance. From the look on his face, something happened. He’s completely pale, and his hands are clenched into fists.
“What’s wrong?” I ask while continuing to dry off and get dressed.
He paces, and I let him process what’s going on in his head. Once my boxers are on and I have a shirt halfway over my head, he speaks.
“Belle’s pregnant.”
For a moment, I lose my equilibrium and struggle to get my head through the top of my shirt. Once I can breathe air again, I pour us both a drink, and we take a seat at the table.
“It’s yours?” He gives me an angry glare, and I lift my hands in surrender. “Just asking as a responsible friend. You’d do the same.”
With a slight nod, he concedes, “Yeah, I know. What do I do?”
Man up is the first thing that comes to mind, but it’s not what he needs to hear right now.
“Do you love her? Or could you love her?”
He finishes his drink, and I pour him another. Eventually, he meets my eyes. “Yeah, dude, I think I do. She’s the only woman who has ever made me want to stay true to one pussy.”
Laughter pours out of me, and he joins in.
“Magical pussy aside, is she someone you can picture in your life forever? Or at least for the next eighteen years?”
“Damn, that’s a long time.” He sighs.
“Better question maybe, could you picture your life without her?”
His head is shaking before the words catch up to his mouth. “No, I can’t. Fuck … this wasn’t supposed to happen. We were supposed to be on the prowl together for a few more years at least. Threesomes … and fun sex.”
“Well, we could still have a threesome, Belle is pretty hot.” His feral gaze locks on me, and he moves as if he’s going to lunge at me. “You know I’m joking, but your response should be all the answer you need. Since when have you cared about sharing?”
Shrugging, he sits back down. “Since now. Damn, Sawyer, I’m going to be a dad.”
I stand up and put on my jeans before pulling him from his chair and into a hug. “Congratulations, Papa, you’ll be a great dad.”
“Thanks. Shit, I really fucked up.”
“What did you do?” I release him, and he begins pacing again.
“I got mad, told her to stay put in Noah’s room, and left.”
“Seems pretty understandable to me. What do you want to do now?”
His body straightens, and his expression fills with confidence. “Buy a ring and ask her to marry me.”
Whoa, that’s not what I was expecting, but I also know Darren; he wouldn’t say it if he wasn’t sure.
“All right then,” I say, bending over to put on my shoes. “Let’s go find the best fucking ring we can.”
“You’ll come with me?”
“Why do you sound surprised? I’m your best friend, right? I’m assuming you don’t want to do this alone.”
Once my shoes are on, he nods. “I shouldn’t be surprised, regardless of your own shit you’ve always had my back. You’ll be an awesome godfather.”
“Me?”
“Fuck yeah, you. Best friend, remember? Besides, you’re awesome with kids, and I’ll probably need some help. Saylor looks at you like you hung the moon and stars just for her, and I’m sure Emme will, too, soon enough.”
I miss my nieces and can’t wait to get back to see them next week.

About two hours later, Darren and I part ways in the elevator. He’s got a kickass ring and a nice bouquet of flowers to help ease the way with Belle.
Earlier tonight, my only mission was to get laid. Now, I just want to lie down and think about all the stuff that went on today. Once I’m in my room, I strip down to my boxers and do just that.
Tonight, as we took the stage, Mac told us Mel’s identity had become public knowledge as soon as she and Noah approved Belle’s post about their relationship. It wasn’t a surprise to anyone, but the girls were late taking their seats, and Noah’s worry radiated off of him in waves.
Once they were finally seated, I couldn’t keep her out of my mind. Not because of my feelings for her; I’m working really hard to let those go. I just kept thinking of her being in Sara’s revenge cycle now, and it freaks me out. I’ve always thought Sara may take her anger out on the next girl, not Noah. I’m not sure I’m wrong, but between all the Sara shit and Mel’s newly revealed identity, I couldn’t keep my eyes off of her. I wanted to know she was okay. Unfortunately, my timing sucked because it was during “Just an Illusion”, and that’s the song I wrote about her. I know she and Belle picked up on it, and I’m sure at some point Belle will confront me about it.
I think I’ve hit a turning point in my feelings for her. At least I keep telling myself that, but it has to be true because I’m genuinely happy for Noah. Besides, after what went down with Princess and me a few weeks ago, I realized my feelings for her have become unhealthy.
Loving someone—crushing on them—is natural. Putting hands on them isn’t. I could never thank her enough for not saying anything, but I’m trying by keeping my distance until things between us can get back on the friendship track. Regardless, what happened was a wake-up call—one I’m paying close attention to.
A little while later, I hear what sounds like Darren’s door slamming shut. Seconds after, he pops open our adjoining door.
“You up?” he whispers.
“Yeah, you okay?”
He comes closer, letting the light from his room guide him, and crouches down next to my bed before speaking. “She said maybe someday.”
“How did that make you feel?” Damn, I sound like my old shrink.
“Surprisingly, like I made the right choice. She’s the one, and she’s smart enough to know it’s too soon. It also cemented for me that she’s not after me because of who I am, and fuck that felt good.”
That’s true; a gold digger would have said yes before he finished the question.
“That’s great, man, I’m happy for you.”
He pats my shoulder. “Thanks. I just came to fill you in while Belle was in the bathroom. I’m going to lock this door, so she’ll be more comfortable, but knock or text if you need me.”
“I’ll be good. Have a good night, Daddy.”
He smiles so brightly I can make it out in the dimly lit room.
“I thought that would scare me more, but dude, it feels amazing.”
When Darren closes the door, I’m sucked into a whirlwind of self-pity. All my brothers are moving on with their lives. I’m happy for them, but damn, I feel so fucking lost. At least I still have J; he might end up being a bachelor longer than me.

After a few days in Vegas, we’re ready to get on the buses and go home. Sara and Mel had a run in the same night she and Noah announced their relationship, which is exactly what I was afraid of. No one seems to think it was a big deal, but something isn’t sitting right with me.
I decide to get on the workout bus until we hit state line so I can try to get my focus back by running off my irritation about the whole thing.
As Fort Minor’s “Remember the Name” begins pumping through the speakers, I work myself up to a full run. What I wasn’t expecting was Princess to have the same idea and come to get her own exercise.
With a slight nod, I acknowledge her existence and keep my pacing. She nods back and climbs onto the elliptical. Of course, it’s right across from me, and I have to force myself to look up or to the side because otherwise, I’m going to be watching her perfect tits bounce as she goes. Not that it would be a hardship by any means, but I’m done letting myself be sucked into her vortex.
At one point during “Radioactive” by Imagine Dragons, I feel her eyes on me. When I look up, I meet her lust-filled gaze with a smirk, and she acts like she wasn’t staring. She was, but I don’t call her out on it. I’ve stared at her often enough, and besides, it’s not her fault I’m sexy and she’s in love with the wrong brother.
And then I move faster because even thinking he’s the wrong brother is a misstep in my recovery from this love shit. The next time I look up is when I’m slowing down to a walk. Mel’s shirt is clinging to her. Her body is drenched with sweat, and my cock twitches as my mind thinks about the kind of sweat we’d work up together given the chance.
Shaking off my errant thoughts, I turn off the machine.
“Hey, Princess,” I say, moving closer to her machine, and she slows to a stop before answering hesitantly.
“Yeah, Sawyer?”
“I’m going to take a shower, but I wanted to apologize for what happened a few weeks ago. I’m not sure why you didn’t tell Noah, or report me, you should have. Thank you for not doing it, whatever the reason was … is … it won’t ever happen again, I promise.”
Without giving her a chance to respond, I head to the bathroom, but she calls out to me anyway. “You’re my friend, Sawyer, and I don’t know why you did what you did that day, but I could tell you were in pain. I’m sorry for any part I had in that. We’re both better than what went down that day.”
My heart races at the unwavering faith in her voice. “Thanks, Princess,” I manage to choke out before locking myself in the bathroom. When will this girl stop turning my world upside down?
 




Home
When we got off the bus, Mel and I had a heated discussion about kids. She doesn’t seem to want any, and that’s really fucking with my head, so I decided to take a walk on the beach. Noah and I both love kids; how could either of us fall for a girl who seems so … indifferent to the idea of having children?
It shouldn’t matter to me, and it can’t, but I know it has to be bothering Noah. As I head back toward the house, Mel is off in the distance looking out into the endless ocean ahead of her. She’s completely lost in thought as I approach. Seems I’m not the only one who needed to get some air and think.
“Is this seat taken?”
She shrugs. “It’s a public beach.”
“Actually, it’s not.”
“Figures.”
She’s filled with sarcasm, and it makes me want to kiss her, but I can’t.
“If you had Sara chasing after you, you’d be glad it was private too.”
“True,” she answers, looking over at me. I focus my attention on the water; it’s best to keep those gorgeous hazel eyes out of my line of sight.
“He loves you,” I tell her, choking down my own hurt at the truth.
“I know,” she answers with a sigh. “And I love him, but …”
“He’s moving too fast.”
“Yeah, I guess maybe that’s it.”
I want to tell her it’s not his fault, that there’s something magical about her and any man would be a complete fool not to fall at her feet and vie for her love and attention. Instead, I do the right thing and help my brother keep the love of his life.
“Noah has been ready for the rest of his life for a while now. He’s always loved being part of the band, but if he had it his way, we would have quit a few years ago. Probably around the time all the Sara shit happened the first time. Maybe he seems overly eager to you, but he’s just excited to finally move on to what he’s wanted all along.”
“A family,” she answers thoughtfully.
“Bingo. You know, Princess, you and I aren’t so different. It takes us longer to let people in, but once we do, it hurts like a bitch to let them go.”
She scoops up a handful of sand, and it funnels through her fingers as she thinks about what I said. “I don’t want to let him go. I just don’t know if I can give him what he wants.”
At this moment I’m glad I was able to apologize to her on the workout bus. I feel, for the first time in weeks, like we’re back to being friends. It’s a good feeling; I’ve missed her.
“Look, I’m not one to give advice, but Noah is different. If you can’t give him what he wants, do us all a favor and break it off now. I know my brother, and he’s in this for the long haul. Forever, if you’ll have him. He won’t break your heart, but you could easily break his. Marriage and a family have always been his dream. What he’s saved and built up for his whole life. And to be honest, I’ve never seen him fall for someone the way he’s fallen for you. You’re his heart, Princess. Try not to break it.”
“How do you know?”
I turn to her with a forced smile. “Because he told me. But even if he hadn’t, I know my brother, and I’ve never seen him this happy.”
I stand up and dust the sand off my pants before bending down and kissing the top of her head. She always smells so good, and it makes the pit in my stomach seem much bigger. I’ve said all I have to say; the rest is between her and Noah, and for his sake, I hope she sticks around.
When I get back to the house, Noah is moping around the kitchen. “Where were you?” he asks with an edge to his tone I don’t care for.
“I was taking a walk. I saw your girl down there on my way back inside. She seems sad. Want to talk about it?”
He pops open a can of soda and slumps down into a chair. “There’s not much to talk about.”
“Well, why are you so moody?” I ask, leaning back against the countertop.
“Because I’m an idiot. I know this is all moving fast. If it’s fast for me, it’s got to be lightspeed for her, and I couldn’t just leave it alone.”
“What did you do?”
“Asked her to move in here,” he mumbles.
Oh shit.
“You probably just scared her. Moving in with anyone is a big step, but Mel seems like the kind of girl who would run from heavy commitments offered too soon.”
“What do I do? I can’t take it back.”
I grab a beer because this day has been far too heavy already, and it has to be beer thirty somewhere. “Ask yourself a bigger question. Did you mean it? Do you want her to move in?”
I take a long draw of my beer in preparation of his answer, even though I already know it.
“I do. I know it’s fast, but why wait? We’re going to be on tour for a year. If we’re still together at the end of it, being apart would suck. Moving forward in my life is the goal, not backward. If she doesn’t move in, that would be backward.”
“You’ve got a point.”
“Do you care? I mean … it is your house, too, and I know there are feelings involved.”
After downing the rest of my beer, I reply.
“No, I don’t care. And I wish you’d let the feeling shit go. It’s over, and I’m getting tired of repeating myself about it. I’m beginning to think you have more of an issue with me being truthful with you for once than you do about my random, fleeting feelings. If you’re going to be with her, you have to accept we’re all going to be family and she and I are going to still be friends.”
Noah stands, looking between me and the backyard, conflict warring across his features. When he finally turns his attention to me, I brace myself for the worst possible outcome. Instead, he smiles.
“The two of you should be friends. You guys have a lot in common. More than her and I do it feels like at times. I don’t have an issue with your truths, Sawyer, but sometimes the past creeps up on me, and I can’t shake it. That in itself is stupid because …” He comes closer and stands next to me leaning against the table.
“Because why?”
“Because I was just as much at fault for Marilyn as you were, maybe more so. If I’ve never admitted that to you, or taken the proper responsibility for it, I apologize. The thing is there’s a mental disconnect there that is hard to get past.”
“What do you mean?” The question is stupid; I’m pretty sure I know exactly what he’s talking about, but hearing him say it would be nice for once.
“Come on, you already know. Even if I were equally to blame, walking into that room and seeing what I saw, feeling what I felt … it was the worst betrayal I could imagine. Once I knew the whole story, I saw the whole thing differently, but that image of you two, the anger I felt, that didn’t just go away because the circumstances changed. What I felt in that moment was horrible, and no matter how hard I try to forget that feeling, no matter how much I realize you wouldn’t hurt me that way again, it still creeps up on me at times.”
“I’m sorry, Noah. I’d give anything to change that day.”
He pats my shoulder. “I know, and you’ve proved it by changing yourself. I’m proud of you, Sawyer, even if I don’t always show it.”
His eyes stray back outside, and I straighten up, throwing my arm over his shoulder while leading him to the door.
“It’s time, Noah. Go get your girl back. Apologize, grovel, whatever, but let this shit go. Moving in doesn’t need to be a discussion now. After a year goes by, it won’t even be a question. Besides, if she’s like me, once you back off a bit I bet she’ll think about it and reconsider before the week is over.”
“Good point.” He moves to open the door, and I catch his wrist.
“I’m going out tonight. Darren and Belle won’t be back until sometime after midnight. He took her to see his house and then they’re going to see a band she’s writing an article about. Wyatt and Anna went back to San Diego to take care of some work stuff before the holiday. The house is yours. Enjoy it because everyone invades tomorrow morning.”

 “Another beer, sexy?”
“Sure, thanks.”
Sasha bends over, intentionally wiggling her tight ass in front of me as she pulls a fresh glass from the freezer. She’s got on a pair of high-heel boots, dark denim jeans, and the standard JAI black V-neck t-shirt. J changed the logos a few years back because Just an Illusion didn’t fit well across the breasts of some of the women. Or maybe it fit too well and became a focal point.
Sasha winks at me, letting her fingers brush against mine as she hands me the frosty glass.
“Sasha …” Jordan warns, but she doesn’t take him seriously. Sasha is J’s best friend.
“Don’t start with me, J. You bang whoever you want in this bar. I get to have some fun now and then, don’t I?”
“It’s my bar,” he counters, but she’s quick to reply.
“I’ve been here since the first day. If you’re not going to make me the new bar manager, don’t jump my shit for making my day a bit better.”
She leans over and whispers in my ear. “Jordan’s office, ten minutes.”
I nod, and Jordan groans as she saunters away. “Why do you encourage her?”
“Because she’s hot as fuck, has a pussy like a vise, and truly understands it means absolutely nothing when you get fucked in a bathroom.”
“I’ll give you that. Not that I’ve gone there, but I’ve seen her in action enough to know she’s a no-strings-attached kind of girl.”
“She’s got new ink too.”
He nods. “Yeah, Ben finished her sleeve last week. It looks pretty badass up close.”
“Hey, sexy, buy me a drink?” a familiar voice whispers in my ear, and when I turn to look, I can’t keep the grin off my face.
“Sure, sexy mama, what are you having?”
“That depends,” she whispers huskily as her hand ghosts over mine. “What are you offering?”
“Normally, I’d offer you a drink straight from my natural geyser, but you’d have to get on your knees, and I’m not sure you’re in any condition for that. Besides, the glare your boyfriend is giving me right now could probably kill me in an alternate universe.”
Belle laughs uncontrollably, and Darren wraps his arm around her shoulder. “Mine, asshole, get your own.”
Sasha walks by at that same moment. “Tick-tock, sexy. It’s go time.”
With a satisfied smirk, I reply to Darren, “I’m about to. I’ll be back in fifteen, save my seat.”
“Seriously? It’s that easy for him?” Belle asks as I walk away.
If she only knew. I don’t think it’s taken me more than five minutes to find a willing partner in the last ten years. After entering J’s office, I close and lock the door behind me before heading straight to his desk and grabbing a condom from his stash.
Sasha steps out of the bathroom wearing only a black bra and matching thong. My dick immediately stands at attention.
“It’s been too long, Sawyer,” she says before dropping her lips to mine. As our tongues tangle together, her expert hands have my belt and pants undone in no time. She pushes my pants and boxers down, drops to her knees, and takes me in her mouth.
“Fuck, Sasha,” I hiss, as she flicks her tongue against my tip, humming her approval. Steadying my arms behind me against the desk, I let her set the pace, knowing she’ll stop before I come because she wants to get off just as much as I do.
She pulls away and looks up at me while continuing to jerk me off with her hand. The hunger in her eyes is so damn sexy, and when she dips her tongue to lap up my pre-cum, my eyes roll back in my head. She climbs up my body and pulls off my shirt, then tugs my nipple rings with her teeth.
Groaning my appreciation, I slide my hand into her panties and dip my fingers into her warm, wet pussy. My thumb skims over her clit and hits metal. Fuck. She hisses at the same time I do.
“This I like, a lot,” I tell her as I push her back against the desk and drop to my knees to get a good look.
It’s a simple silver stud, and my cock twitches as I swirl my tongue around it. She practically drops to the floor in a puddle of pleasure as I fuck her with my fingers and tongue.
“Sawyer, stop,” she gasps, and I pull back immediately. She flips around with her ass facing me, hands bracing the desk. “Fuck me now so I can come on that big cock of yours. I’m not going to last long, and my break is almost over.”
Damn, I love how direct and to the point she is. When a woman tells me exactly how she wants to get off, it’s the ultimate thrill and really fucking sexy. I kick off my shoes and pants so I can move freely and then sheathe my cock with the condom before pushing inside her in one smooth thrust.
“Fuck,” we groan together as she clenches my cock and pushes her ass against me.
“Hard and fast, Sawyer. Make me feel you for days.”
I wish she had long hair so I could wrap it around my wrist and pull, but her short, spiky cut is perfect for her. Placing my hands on her hips, I thrust into her, building momentum.
“Dammit, Sawyer, stop going easy on me. I want to feel it.”
With her words, I slam into her again and again. She clutches the desk for dear life as she cries out her pleasure. “Yes, fuck yeah, right there!”
I move one hand to that silver stud, and with the slightest flick, she’s coming hard and fast. My orgasm hits as her tight walls clench around my cock, and we ride it out together until we’re breathless.
“Damn, I needed that so much. Thank you.”
I chuckle as I slowly pull out of her and help her up from the desk. “You’re not the only one who needed a release.”
While I tie off the condom, Sasha disappears into the bathroom to clean up. Once she’s dressed, she pops a kiss on my cheek and ducks out the door, leaving me to get dressed.
Why can’t all fucks be this simple?
When I get back to the bar, Darren leaves Belle with me while he goes to the restroom.
“If she’s your type, why do you look at my girl as if she’s the only woman alive?”
“Excuse me?” I practically choke on the beer Sasha left for me on the counter.
“Don’t play dumb, Mel might be oblivious, but I know better. You want her. A lot.”
“Your girl made her choice, and it’s the right one. Noah loves her.”
She taps her fingers on the counter. “Hmm, true, and she loves him too. Still doesn’t change how you feel.”
My eyes lock on her brown ones; I’m not backing down.
“What’s your motive here, Belle? Are we friends right now, or are you looking for a story?”
She sighs. “You’re just like her, so fucking jaded about things. From now on, if I want to talk to you about something for work, I’ll preface the conversation with that or ask if it’s okay to use if something comes up.”
“Princess isn’t jaded, she’s cautious. It’s not a bad thing.” It’s one of the things I admire most about her.
She cracks a smile at me and leans in close. “You would have been the right choice too, but you didn’t hear that from me.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
She’s not drinking because of the baby, so whatever she says right now is her unfiltered truth.
“Just what I said. You and Noah both have qualities that compliment Mel. The one big difference I see is he’s an over-the-top, romantic, heart-on-his-sleeve kind of guy while you’re the one who would challenge her and push her in all the ways she so desperately needs.”
I couldn’t have said it better myself.
“Doesn’t matter, they’re in love. There is no way in hell I’m getting in the middle of that. Been there done that and barely escaped with my family and my sanity.”
Shrugging, she moves back into her own space. “Your call. Bathroom bar fucks are fun too. I’m not sure I’ll miss them though. Before Darren, I swore I’d never give them up.”
I quickly glance around to be sure Darren is not within listening range. “Not to be a dick, but that baby is his, right? You haven’t been with anyone else?”
She puts her fingers up in a scout’s honor sign. “Cross my heart. I’d never lie about that. I know what it’s like to have a random sperm donor for a dad. Even if my relationship with the father didn’t work out, this baby will have one with him.”
“It’ll work out, but I had to ask.”
“I know, just like I had to ask about you and your Princess.”
“You’re a bitch, do you know that?”
“Yup, but it comes from a place of love.”
“Hey, who do you love?” Darren asks, coming up behind her and dropping kisses against her neck.
“That who is a what, and it’s being a bitch.” She answers, and this time Darren laughs.
“What’s new?”
She punches his shoulder, and he pulls her into his lap. “Be nice or,” he meets my gaze over her shoulder, “you won’t be banging my bongo tonight.”
“You know, Belle, he’s kind of an asshole. You guys might actually be perfect for each other.”
Belle laughs. “The bitch and the asshole sounds like the perfect fairy tale to tell our kids already.”
We all share a laugh and a few more drinks before heading home.
I catch J’s attention before we leave. “We’ll see you tomorrow, right?”
“Are you kidding? I’m not missing Mom’s turkey, cookies, or eggnog. I’ll be there.”
“Good, you can finally meet Noah’s girl. See you tomorrow.”
We follow Mac outside, and it’s quickly decided Belle and Darren will ride back with us. It’s better this way, safety in numbers after all.

This morning went well. Noah and I are getting along, and all seemed right in the Weston house until Rob and J got hold of me.
I just split my Pop-Tarts with Noah, and Princess poured me a drink when J and Rob indicated they wanted a meeting. Once my bedroom door closes, they’re both staring at me in disbelief.
“I’m not a fucking mind reader. What crawled up your asses, and what does it have to do with me?”
J comes closer and feels my head with the back of his hand. “He doesn’t have a fever.”
Rob moves his eyes up my arms “All his tats are there. Pod person?”
“Enough, you two.”
“Nah, he’s still the same cocky fuck. What gives, Sawyer? Why is Noah’s hot-as-fuck girlfriend your Princess?” J asks, doing a piss-poor job of hiding his underlying mirth.
“That’s what this is about? It’s an inside joke and the nickname stuck. It’s not a big deal.”
“You sure? Noah seemed tense,” Rob adds, and I nod.
“Noah is still irritated about the drug stuff, and I haven’t exactly been easy to deal with because of his role in retiring and the anniversary and shit. It’s got nothing to do with Mel.” I leave out Sara because I don’t know how much information Noah is going to give the family about her right now. All they seem to know is this tour is attracting a bigger crowd and we increased our security because of it.
“What do you guys know about her anyway? Noah seems awfully cozy for someone he just met.” Rob’s analytical side is showing, and while I usually find it interesting to see the way he thinks, it pisses me off.
“She’s cool, and with her family history, you can assure your wife she’s definitely not after Noah’s money. You’ll see as the next few days progress, they’re perfect for each other.”
“I don’t envy you. How the hell you share a bus with a girl that hot is beyond me. I know she’s Noah’s girl, but my dick might have a hard time figuring that out if I were sharing close quarters with her.” J’s words hit home harder than I could have imagined.
“We’ve been down that road before, and remembering that Marilyn shit is enough to shrivel any dick. Mel and I are friends, she’s a cool chick, but that’s the extent of it.”
Divert, divert, divert. They’re both looking at me like they know the truth. Maybe Rob does, Diane is his wife, but I know J doesn’t. Draining the rest of my drink, I hold up my glass. “Time for a refill. Come on, let’s get drunk.”
 




Thanksgiving Weekend
On Thanksgiving, I woke up early and was greeted in the kitchen by my mom, who was already cooking up a storm.
“Good morning, Mom,” I say, kissing her cheek and gratefully reaching out for the coffee she’s handing me.
“Morning, Sawyer, did you sleep well?”
“The usual, how about you?”
She schools the minor scowl she wears when she thinks I’m not sleeping enough and places a cinnamon roll on a plate for me. “I always sleep well here. The sound of the ocean is heaven to my ears.”
After taking an appreciative bite and chasing it down with coffee, I give her my attention. “Mom, why don’t you let me buy you a bakery? You’d make a killing, and you love cooking.”
She turns to me with her all-knowing mom gaze and calls me out on all my shit. “Maybe for the same reason you won’t admit you have feelings for Mel. Some things are better left as is. A bakery would be a fun novelty, but it eventually comes with responsibilities I’m not sure I’m ready for, time away from my family, and what used to be fun is now work.”
Ouch.
“Mom …”
“Honey, I love you, and I can see what a wonderful woman Amelia is, but …”
“Mom, stop. We’re friends, and I do like her a lot, but I promise whatever I thought I felt, I don’t. I wish everyone would drop this. Noah and Mel are perfect together. Nothing is going to mess that up.”
“Friends, huh?”
“Friends, and it’s kind of cool to have a new one who doesn’t want or expect anything from me. I know Mel doesn’t have any ulterior motives, and she isn’t getting to know me under false pretenses. Hell, we hired her to get to know us, but her friendship is what matters, the employment at this point is secondary.”
The doorbell rings once, then again, and again. It’s not even seven in the morning, who the hell could it be?
“I’ll get it.” When I get to the door, there’s nobody there, but there is a crazy-looking bouquet of flowers, and I know right away it has Sara’s name all over it.
After carrying the flowers into our office, I close the door so no one enters while I wake up Warren. Thankfully, he’s on this side of the house and we won’t disturb Noah or Darren.
When he answers the door, he’s groggy and rapidly blinks his eyes as he tries to adjust to the daylight.
“What’s going on?” he asks, wiping the sleep from his eyes.
“Sara. There’s a flower arrangement from hell in my office. There’s a note too. What do you want to do?”
“Does Noah know yet?” I shake my head, and he nods. “Good, keep it that way. Give me a minute and I’ll meet you there.”
When I go back into the office, I sit at the desk and stare at the crazy monstrosity. It’s gorgeous yet off the wall. There have to be 70 or 80 different flowers ranging in all sizes and shapes. Bright colors, light ones, even black fucking roses. Whoever put this together spent a lot of time doing it and probably quite a bit of money too.
The note is made out to Noah, and I’m itching to read it, but I know Warren is going to have some gloved-up protocol to follow.
He opens the door and steps inside, opening a pair of plastic gloves from a package. “Where in the world did you get those?”
“First aid kit under the bathroom sink.”
Once the gloves are on, I hand Warren a letter opener, and he comes around to my side of the desk so we can read it together.
Noah,
Roses are red,
Violets are blue,
Thanksgiving is mine,
Tell your whore toodle loo.
“Holy shit,” he says under his breath.
“I’m going to kill her. She fucked with the wrong family, Warren.” I’m already on my feet and pushing back from my desk when he grabs me by the shoulders.
“Sawyer, breathe.”
“Breathe? She’s threatening the one person who has never hurt anyone in his life. Noah strives to better lives, including hers, and she wants to fuck with him and his happiness? Hell no.”
“Just sit for a minute. Let me call the detective who handled the case last time. But before I do, where is the file with her old letters?”
Never in a million years did I think we’d need to go back to this shit. I unlock the bottom drawer and pull out the file. We spread the letters out, and the writing is an exact match. I’m sure they’ll have to confirm it, but there’s no doubt this came from her.
While Warren talks to the detective, I think about what this means for us all. We need so much more security, especially today. My whole family is in this house.
“They’re on their way. They want us to keep anyone from touching the letter, but we’ve got to get Noah and Mel up and briefed.”
“Okay, I’ll go get them. From now on, Warren, anywhere Noah goes, I go. I’m serious. She will not get through both of us, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let a fucking thing happen to Noah.”
“You’ve got it. I’m going to take these into the kitchen. We should just tell everyone at once and be done with it.”
I pause at the door and take a deep breath. Happy fucking Thanksgiving.
When I make it to Noah’s room, I bang on the door. “Noah! You need to get out here now!”
So much for remaining calm; my frantic tone probably has him scared to death. By the time Noah opens the door, I’m beyond freaked out and end up snapping at him. “Kitchen, now,” I say before stalking off.
Most of the family is crowded around the demented display of flowers as they make their way to the table. Noah’s eyes grow wide, and Mel clutches onto him like a life preserver. As pissed as I am, my heart aches for them and the shit storm heading their way. Noah eyes the note next to the flowers and reaches for it.
“Don’t touch it,” Warren cautions. “Just read it.”
As Noah reads the note in a low voice, Mel’s body begins shaking. No one is unsympathetic to what she’s feeling right now—we’ve all been there before—but she’s just been drafted into our worst nightmare. I want to pull her close and calm her, but that’s Noah’s job, not mine.
Belle moves closer and holds Mel’s hand as Noah truly takes in the scene set before him.
“That handwriting …” Noah says, turning to Warren, who nods in confirmation.
“It’s Sara’s. We’ve already called the police, Noah.”
I’m not sure I’ve ever seen him look as devastated as he does when he nods his understanding and pulls Mel into his arms. Silent tears are streaming down her cheeks, and Noah clutches her tighter.
“The cameras?” he asks Warren.
I’m so stupid; in my rage, I didn’t even think to look at them.
“Got nothing. It was just a kid. She probably paid him to drop them off, but the police will look for him, I’m sure.”
“Come on, Mel, let me take you to the bedroom while Noah talks to Warren,” Belle offers sweetly, and Noah concurs.
“I’ll come check on you in a few minutes, I promise,” he says, his voice barely above a whisper.
Mac and Ryan are hovering in the doorway. Warren must have been briefing them while I was waking Noah up.
Belle escorts Mel back to her room, and Rory follows not too far behind them.
“Has anyone called Tony?” Noah asks, reaching into his pocket for a phone that isn’t there.
Nodding, Warren replies, “Yes, Mac called him while I was on the phone with the police. He’s on his way.”
My dad clears his throat. “Would you guys mind filling us in on what exactly this means? How concerned should we be?”
Noah and I exchange guilty glances. Last time Sara was an issue, we glossed over the severity of her threats with our parents, making it seem more like a nuisance than anything.
“Go check on Mel and get your phone, Noah. I’ll deal with this.”
His expression fills with relief. “Thanks, Sawyer.”
Once Noah is gone, Warren takes the flowers and note back to the office. “Sit,” I tell my parents and sisters now that Rory is back out here. “It should go without saying that what is said in this room is confidential.”
Everyone nods their agreement, and Belle gives me her scout’s honor sign again.
After getting comfortable, I begin. “After Noah and Sara broke up, she was pushing some boundaries.”
“We know all this, Sawyer,” Mom interrupts.
“No, you don’t. Things got a little intense for a while. Creepy letters, breaking and entering, vague threats, excessive texts.”
“Sawyer! Why didn’t you tell us?” Mom scolds.
“We reported it to the police. They didn’t think it would escalate further after talking to Sara, but they did their due diligence by encouraging a restraining order. Noah didn’t want that because he didn’t want to make it worse or embarrass her if she was just having a hard time handling the breakup. Plus, the unwanted publicity … it wasn’t worth it. They did warn her of the potential consequences when they spoke with her. It worked … at least it did until she showed up in Vegas and broke into Noah and Mel’s room.”
Dad scoffs. “Jesus, sometimes the two of you still act like you’re twelve years old.”
“Dad, I see what you’re saying, and I’m sorry we withheld the truth. You both worry about us all the time while we’re on the road. We didn’t want to make that worse.”
The doorbell rings, and Mac comes in with Tony. We exchange knowing glances as he picks up on the tension between my parents and me. Tony was pissed at Noah for not filing the order last time, and I’m sure he’s not going to go easy on him now.
Tony clears his throat. “The police came in behind me, Ryan took them to the office. If someone could get Noah and let him know I’ll meet him there, I’d appreciate it.” Tony heads down the hall.
Mom stands. “I’ll go keep Mel company. If I feel blindsided right now, I can’t imagine how she’s feeling. I knew that girl was trouble.”
Mom’s parting words bring a slight smile to my face. She never liked Sara.
Everyone disperses, and as Noah walks toward the office, he nods at me to let me know we’ll catch up later.
“Sawyer, can we talk for a few minutes?” Diane asks, tilting her head toward my room.
Once we’re inside and propped up on my bed, she speaks her piece. “The parentals are pissed.”
“Tell me something I don’t know, but even you agreed they didn’t need to know.”
She leans her head on my shoulder. “I still don’t think they did, but that doesn’t mean you and Noah aren’t going to have to hear about it for a while.”
“True, but it will be passive aggressive. ‘Remember that time Noah and Sawyer didn’t think we needed to know about Noah’s stalker. That was fun, huh?’”
Diane laughs at my impression of our mom.
“That about sums it up.”
“What’s on your mind, Diane? I know you didn’t ask me in here to talk about Mom.”
She kisses my cheek and leans back up against the wall, turning her head toward me. “Last night, Rob expressed his concerns about you and your Princess. He didn’t buy your just friends story.”
“Did you tell him I kissed her? I thought he seemed a bit pushy about it all.”
“No, I didn’t tell him. He might be my husband but … don’t get mad … I sort of apply a patient status to you.”
“What? Why?” I’m not sure if I should be laughing or angry.
“It’s easier. You’re famous, and I don’t want to slip up, and Rob isn’t known for his ability to keep secrets or lie. It’s one of my favorite things about him, but you and Noah are family, and your privacy is my priority. Besides, it feels nice to have things that are ours. Once you retire, though, all bets might be off.”
“Thanks, D,” I reply sincerely.
“Don’t thank me yet. You’re not fooling anyone, Sawyer, and I assume that means Noah too.”
“He knows I have, or had … whatever … feelings for her already. It’s part of why he’s so tense. He’s trying to let it go. And I’m definitely letting it go. You’ve seen them, do you understand now how they are perfect together?”
She’s quiet for a few minutes.
“I see she’s quite taken with both of you, but yes, Mel and Noah are good together. As long as you’re okay with gaining a good friend from the deal, that’s all that matters.”
“I don’t have a choice. I have to be okay with it because if I’m not I can’t be around them, and I’m not going to lose my brother over a girl. I fucking refuse to be that guy.”
“Do you remember that time Noah ran out of school and saw Mom’s car in the lot? He was so excited he ran ahead into the street to get to it and didn’t look out for the cars.”
Thinking about that day makes me shiver in fear.
“Yeah, I remember.”
“You guys couldn’t have been older than six or seven. I think it was right before J came to live with us. I was sitting in the car looking out the back window and yelling for Mom to look. Before she could get out of the car, you’d already run into the street and pushed Noah out of the way of that car.”
“In the moment, it seemed like that car was going so fast, but I realized it wasn’t when it hit me. I barely bounced off the bumper.”
“It doesn’t matter, Sawyer. That’s the kind of man you are, the kind of brother you have always been, and when you start to feel shitty about arbitrary feelings you’re not acting on, you remember that day.”
Her words wrap around me and fill me with a feeling of peace. Remembering that day makes me feel like less of an asshole.
“Sawyer, just so you know, I saw the whole thing. That car would have hurt Noah. The driver saw you running and slowed down. She didn’t see Noah, but she saw you.”
My door flies open, and Saylor runs and jumps onto my bed. I’m grateful for the distraction. This conversation was getting a bit too heavy for the holiday.
“Uncle Sawyer! I’ve been looking for you!”
I pull her into my lap and tickle her until she’s gasping for breath. I can’t believe how much I love this little girl. Finally, I show her some mercy and release her. “Why were you looking for me, Saylor? Is Grandma giving us cookies yet?”
She wears a pouty face. “No, I tried, but she said later.”
“Bummer.”
“Yeah, totally.”
She cracks me up.
“Can we go sing in the garage?”
Ah, my little songbird wants to go practice.
“That depends. What are we singing?”
“Mommy taught me a new song!”
“Oh yeah? What did your mommy teach you?”
Saylor smiles brightly as she begins belting out the lyrics to “Girls Just Want to Have Fun” by Cyndi Lauper.
The twinkle in Diane’s eyes is proof enough to know she did this on purpose.
“You’re the devil,” I tell her as I jump up and grab Saylor, throwing her over my shoulder. “You got it, Say, let’s go make some music!”
She squeals, and Diane waves at us from my bed.

After the Sara stuff Thanksgiving morning, the rest of the day flew by peacefully. We all ate and drank too much and it was over far too quickly. I slept off my turkey coma and actually slept in this morning. By the time Darren knocks on my door and pokes his head in, it’s already mid-morning and the only thing I’ve done today is shower.
“Ready to go through the groupie condoms?”
He doesn’t seem as excited about it as usual, and neither am I.
“Do you even want to do it? It was fun in the beginning, but honestly, now it just kills my faith in humanity one condom at a time when we find the ones that have been tampered with.”
“Damn, dude, you literally took the words right out of my mouth. There are some vicious bitches out there.”
I grab the trashcan and carry it over to the drawer the condoms are in. “Just be thankful you knocked Belle up because you decided it was worth the risk and not because some girl tricked you.”
“There should be a way to countersue bitches for that shit.”
I shrug my shoulders. “You’d have to prove it first.”
As I open the drawer, Noah pops in.
“What are you doing?” he asks as his brows furrow and his eyes widen.
I dump the condoms in the trash. There must be at least a hundred of them. What a waste of good latex.
“We never finished the groupie condom game from the last tour and decided we’re done and don’t want to do it anymore. I’m dumping the contraband.”
Noah collapses on my bed and runs his hand through his hair. I nod to the door, and Darren leaves us alone, closing it behind him.
“What’s wrong, Noah?”
I take a seat next to him, and he scrubs his face with his hands.
“The night we got back from the tour, I was out of condoms. I came in here and got some.”
Oh shit. Now him teasing Mel with the condoms the day before Thanksgiving makes even more sense.
“How many did you grab?”
“Four or five?”
Shit.
Darren and I have kept a rough estimate over the years. Typically, one in every three condoms is tampered with.
“Did you use them all?”
He nods.
Double shit.
“I never paid much attention to what you guys do, just that you got a kick out of it. Do you keep any stats or anything?”
Do I tell him?
Of course I do.
“Just an average.”
“What is it?”
I wish with everything I have I didn’t have to crush the hopeful look on his face.
I reply with a whisper. “One in three.”
“Oh God,” he moans. “I’ve got to tell Mel, she’s going to freak.”
“Isn’t she on the pill? You’re probably fine.”
With a self-deprecating laugh, he answers, “Believe it or not, she’s allergic to birth control.”
“That’s a legitimate thing?” I’m shocked.
“Yup, I looked it up. The numbers are low, something like one in a thousand women will be allergic to some form of birth control. Mel hit the lotto. She doesn’t even want kids.”
That’s so messed up.
“Can she take any, or she’s totally allergic?”
“I’m not sure. Maybe it’s just the pill because she mentioned an IUD.”
Relief floods through me for him. Nothing would kill Noah more than knocking Mel up and her not having the kid. He’d support her choice, but it would break him. Noah wants a family more than anyone I’ve ever known.
Clapping him on the shoulder, I try to reassure him. “I’m sure it will be fine. Even if you got a bad condom, the chances of knocking her up are super small. You’re clean, and if she hasn’t been with anyone in a while, I’m sure she’s clean too.”
“Yeah, you’re right. She’s clean, we talked about it.”
“I wouldn’t tell her, Noah.”
“How can I keep it from her?”
He really needs to lose the nobility every now and then.
“Easily. If she doesn’t pop up pregnant, there’s nothing to tell. You’re both clean. It’s too late for the morning after pill. All you’re going to do is scare her and worry her for the next month or two. If she does get pregnant, confess. Sometimes asking for forgiveness is easier than the drama of the immediate truth.”
“You know, Sawyer, sometimes I question your judgment, but when you lay things out and explain them, you make a lot of sense. Thanks. I’m going to take your advice. If you tell Darren, ask him not to tell Belle.”
“You got it. I think you’re doing the right thing. We’ve all got enough to worry about right now anyway. Speaking of, if you haven’t talked to Mac, all the security is in place for tonight, but they had to make some seating changes at the bar to accommodate the extra guards.”
“Whatever, I don’t care as long as everyone has coverage. I can’t begin to tell you how much I wish I’d never let Sara into our lives.”
“Don’t beat yourself up about it. You did something right somewhere because Mel doesn’t seem like the kind of woman who will end up stabbing your bunny or anything.”
He laughs. “She boiled his bunny, but you’re right. Mel might have her own baggage, but she isn’t crazy.”
“What baggage are you worried about?”
“Eli. I still can’t believe he’s going to be there tonight.”
My laughter pisses him off.
“What’s so funny?”
“You. Eli isn’t a worry, she loves you. He’s history. He fucked someone while she was pregnant and she lost their baby. I don’t care how much she loved him, there’s no coming back from that. Princess isn’t that forgiving.”
“Why do you like him?” Noah’s shoulders tense up as he glares at me.
“Why do you hate him? Eli is harmless. It’s not like we’re friends, but he’s an okay guy. I’ve never heard him say a bad word about anyone, and he’s never been a dick. In my book, that makes him a decent guy.”
“He rubs me the wrong way. He’s too perfect, too wannabe Justin Timberlake or something. And it really doesn’t help that Mel misses his friendship.”
Ah, now we’re getting somewhere.
“She’s allowed to have friends, and it sounds like he used to be almost family. You know what they say: keep your friends close and your enemies closer. Kill him with kindness and make him understand what used to be his is now yours. It’s been what, twelve years? If she wanted him back, she’d already have him. Seeing him tonight isn’t going to automatically make her pussy weep with joy.”
“You’re such a dick.”
“Maybe, but tell me I don’t make good points.”
Noah walks to the window and looks out at the ocean. “You do. Thanks for the pep talk. I need to go wake up Mel and get ready if we’re going to make it out of here on time.”
“Yeah, I guess I need to shower and get ready too. I’m excited about tonight. Just an Illusion has always been my favorite place to play.”
Leaning against the doorjamb, he pauses. “It’s mine, too, and it’s great for J’s business. Who knows, maybe after we’re done touring we can do some showcases there just for fun. It would bring him a ton of business.”
I try not to show him my excitement. “That would be pretty cool. Just like the old days.”
“Yeah, I think we should plan on it. Think the guys will be in?”
“Absolutely.”
When Noah closes the door, I exhale a huge sigh of relief. Having him bring up doing more shows in the future means so much to me. Knowing this day is going to be a great one, I’m on cloud nine as I get into the shower.
 




Just an Illusion
As soon as we arrived to prep for the show, we hit the bar for a couple of pre-show drinks.
“I can’t believe this is our last gig at Just an Illusion,” Wyatt muses over his beer.
“That’s just sad,” Darren replies, tossing back a shot of tequila.
“What do you guys think of doing some shows here down the line? Just for fun, like back in the beginning. It would probably boost J’s bottom line too.” Noah glances between them to gauge their feelings.
“I’m not a charity case, Noah,” J grumbles.
“Calm down, J. This is more for us than you. You just get to reap the rewards. If you want us, that is.”
He pours me a shot of tequila. “You know you’re always welcome, all of you. I just don’t want to be part of your equation. Do this for you, not for me.”
“I’m in,” Darren says.
“Me too, wouldn’t miss it,” Wyatt answers.
“Are you going to invite me to come watch?” Warren asks, sounding sad.
“What the hell, Warren? You’re one of us, you better fucking be here!” Darren yells, and I understand his feelings completely. He’s sort of out of a job now that we’re not touring anymore. I know he’s looking forward to some down time and more time with Sam, but this affects him too.
“Sorry, guys, I’m feeling a little out of sorts. The label wants me touring with a new band next year, and Sam wants me to fully retire. I want to stay on in a limited role to manage you, but I’m not sure it’s possible.”
Warren knocks back his shot of tequila, and I clap him on the shoulder. “Do what makes you happy. Do you even want to keep touring?”
“With a bunch of newbies? Hell no, I’m too old for that shit. But the thought of not working at all and not working with you isn’t appealing.”
Noah nods at me, as do Wyatt and Darren, so I let him in on our plans. “Look, Warren, we’re done with the label. Even if we keep making music, we’re doing it on our own. We’re not touring, and with our fanbase and digital tracks these days, we’re going to put out our stuff on our own indie label.”
“And you were going to tell me this when?” he asks angrily.
“When it wasn’t a conflict of interest anymore,” Noah says.
I pick up where Noah leaves off. “You’ve always got a job with us. We want you to come work with us once we get everything up and running. It’s only an idea we’ve been tossing around the past few weeks. I mean, we’ve talked about it in a large abstract for a while, but now that our reality is changing, we need a game plan.”
“Huh.”
“Don’t be so gruff, old man. We love you, and you’re the glue that keeps us together. You have to come with us. We thought it would be a no-brainer.” Wyatt tosses his arm over Warren’s shoulder affectionately.
“You kids are a class act, you know that?”
“We’re far from kids now, Warren. I mean, fuck … I’m about to have one of my own.”
Warren smiles up at Darren. “You’ll always be kids to me. I’ve got more than twenty years on you guys. It’s funny … I remember when I used to tour with Joey and Iris and she found out she was pregnant with Mel. I was just a kid back then, basically a glorified PA, but Joey liked me, and he put me through my paces and helped me become who I am today. I owe a lot to that man. It’s strange how life comes full circle, isn’t it?”
We sit around shooting the shit for at least an hour or more, and it feels good. These are the times that make it all worth it.
“You guys ready to rehearse a bit?” Noah asks, and we all jump off our stools and head to the stage. Sitting on the stage here is like coming home.
We run through a few songs and everything sounds good. We’ve got this, and even though it’s being broadcast out to pretty much the whole world, we’re not going to get any better than we already are.
“Shit!” Noah is looking down at his phone, his face turning purple.
He jumps off his chair and storms toward J’s office, and we all scramble to follow. Something’s up.
“J, can I use your computer to check my email?”
Jordan rolls back in his chair, making way for Noah to use his computer. His knuckles are white as he grips the mouse and the edge of the desk. J moves out of the way and offers Noah his chair.
“What’s going on, Noah?”
“Jesus fucking Christ,” Noah mutters, collapsing in the chair, and we all gather around to see what the hell he’s reading.
Noah,
Tsk Tsk Tsk … I didn’t like spending my special day alone. I’m willing to forgive you, but you’ve given me no other choice but to take matters into my own hands.
Blood is red,
Murder divine,
Dead girlfriends can’t love you,
Soon you’ll be mine.
Until then, all my love.
~ Sara
My head is spinning. This is no longer vague, and she’s branching out to Mel, just like I thought she would. What’s going to stop her from targeting any of us? After Mel and Noah, Anna is probably next on her list.
Warren is immediately on the phone with the police while the rest of us stare at the monitor in disbelief.
Wyatt is the first to say anything. “How the hell did she get your email address?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know anything anymore. Why can’t she leave us alone?” Noah stands and begins pacing the room. Stress pours off of him in waves, and I step behind Warren, who is sitting at the computer now, and read the words again and again.
Warren types rapidly before turning to us with the phone still to his ear. “I’m sending this to Tony, he’s coordinating with the police. They’re going to issue an emergency restraining order for Mel.”
Noah sighs and bends down to catch his breath. “Can we do that without telling her? I don’t want her to know.”
My head snaps up and my anger flares. No fucking way can he keep this from her. And he knows better anyway; the press will have the details minutes after the order is filed.
“You can’t hide something like this!”
He stares at me with a dare in his eye. “Why not? We’ll just tell her after the flowers they suggested it. I don’t want her scared for her life!”
Is he kidding me with this shit right now? Everyone is staring at the two of us, but from the looks on their faces, they’re just as outraged as I am.
I try reasoning with him. “We’re going to keep her safe.”
“And what if she chooses to leave the tour? What if she leaves me? We just need to keep the truth from her for a few days, until we’re back on the road. Please.” He’s begging, and I have sympathy for him, I do, but this is bigger than Noah. It’s bigger than us all.
“No, I’m not going to be a part of lying to her, Noah!” I shouldn’t be yelling, but I can’t believe he’s being so selfish right now.
“What good is it going to do her to know? Huh, Sawyer? Tell me, after everything that went down yesterday, how this is going to make it all better?” Noah comes closer and is screaming right in my face. He can take his rage out on me all he wants, but we’re not lying.
“Because she’s a fucking target now, that’s why! This isn’t just some vague note. It’s an obvious threat. Do you think Tony would already be working on an emergency restraining order for Mel now, too, if it wasn’t? What the fuck?!”
“He’s right, man,” Wyatt concurs, coming to my defense.
“Yeah, Noah. Dude, I love the fuck out of you, but if Mel’s a target, that affects Belle. They have to know. I’m not risking anything happening to my baby by keeping them in the dark.”
Noah drops into a chair and rubs his temple. “This was never supposed to happen. I gave Sara everything she could have wanted. Why couldn’t she just move on like any normal person?”
Belle and Mel walk into the office, and we all turn toward them. They look hot. There is so much I want to say to Mel right now and as our eyes lock, I wish she could see into my soul and know I’m not the one trying to keep things from her. It’s not my problem though; she isn’t my girlfriend. From the looks on their faces, they overheard us talking. Shaking my head, I point to Noah. “You two need to talk.”
The pain in Noah’s eyes is unmistakable. “You look beautiful,” he whispers.
“You look like hell,” Mel replies. “What did she do now, and why am I taking out a restraining order?”
He leads them to the computer like a defeated man. With his head down and his shoulders slumped, Noah is sadder than I’ve seen him in a long time. “I got this email when we got here. It’s already been forwarded to the police.”
Princess and Belle each read the email; it takes only a few seconds for the words to kick in.
“What the ever-loving fuck?!” Belle screams.
Mel, on the other hand, jumps into action. Princess is a fighter, and a determined one at that. Noah is practically frozen, afraid to step wrong when it comes to her, but I’m not. As she reaches for the keyboard, Darren, Wyatt, Warren, and I reach for it at the same time, forcefully pulling it from her grasp. She’s a feisty one, but no match for us.
I meet her determined glare with one of my own. “There is nothing you can say to make this better, Mel. In fact, anything you say will only make it worse … guaranteed.”
“I’m not afraid of her. Let that bitch bring the crazy train to town. I’ll throw her fucking ass off.” She’s practically feral as she goes off on me, and I swear I feel that underlying chemistry sparking. What she needs is to have her anger fucked out of her. What I wouldn’t give to be the one to do it too.
“Before you rip off your earrings, how about you take a deep breath and calm down,” Darren offers with a slight smirk.
“We should cancel the show,” Noah says suddenly.
Shit, now she’s pissed. I step back, giving them their space as she gives him a piece of her mind. “No … don’t you dare. If you do that, she wins, and she isn’t going to win. Tonight is about your family, your friends, and giving your fans something many of them will never be able to witness. Don’t let her take that from you … from them.”
“Mel’s right,” I agree, giving her a nod of approval. “Capitulating to Sara will show we’re weak. Even if we feel it, half the battle is not letting it show.”
Noah seems lost. He’s so afraid of losing her he can’t see the bigger picture. It’s part of what makes him one of the best men I know. No matter who you are, when Noah lets you into his heart, he’s all in.
“Fine,” he concedes. “The show goes on. Ryan, I want you and no less than three backup guards on Mel all night. And when I say on, I mean within eighteen inches of her.”
“Noah, that is ridiculous,” Mel protests, but he’s not having it. He’s finally taking charge.
“This is the deal, Mel, or I walk tonight. I’m not taking any risks, not with you.”
“Give him that, Princess, it’s a fair deal. Your safety, for his peace of mind … and ours.” The guys nod, agreeing with me.
She throws her arms in the air. “Fine, anything to get this night over and done with.”
Noah pulls her into his arms. “Thank you,” he whispers before lowering his lips to hers.
“You guys, I hate to break up the little moment you’ve got going on here, but it’s starting to fill up out there. We should go mingle and greet guests. This is still our party, even if it is a show,” Wyatt points out objectively.
Belle and Darren are huddled in the corner talking, and I need to excuse myself to call our parents. After the lashing I got on Thanksgiving, I don’t want to hold back anything else. Besides, they need to know I’m about to load them all up with security. At this point, no one is off limits.
Turning to Noah, I point to J’s storeroom. “Look, I’m going to call Dad and fill him in on everything before they all get here. Rob’s sister is supposed to watch the girls, and I want to make sure there’s a security team on her house too.”
“Do you think that’s necessary?”
Mel’s snarky tone pisses me off. “Do you think I want to take a single chance with my nieces?”
“Sorry … I’m so sorry,” she replies sincerely, and it calms me instantly.
“I know you are, Princess. We’re all just flying by the seat of our pants here.”
Warren waves his hand in the air to get our attention. “All right, you guys, Tony got the restraining order approved. We’re going to start about thirty minutes later tonight to allow a small buffer due to the increased security. You’ve got a good crowd out there already. Go have a drink and mingle. Act normal. Don’t let her know she’s frazzled you. And Mel,” he adds, “do me a favor and stay alert tonight. Have a drink but sip on it. Don’t let yourself get wasted, and don’t let your drink leave your sight. We can watch for Sara, but we don’t know if she has any accomplices. Just be safe.”
Shit, hearing him warn her sets my senses on high alert. Noah has every right to be worried. We can’t protect her from the stage. What he can do is watch her and everyone around her like a hawk. This bitch is not going to fuck with our family.

Everyone is settled at their tables, and Noah won’t stop throwing the evil eye at Eli. It’s funny in a way because Noah has always been such an easygoing guy. I’d have never thought jealousy would be his thing, but when it comes to Mel, all bets are off. On the flip side, Mel keeps glancing our way and looking at Noah with nothing but love and adoration in her eyes. I’m pretty sure she thinks he hung the moon and stars just for her.
“Noah, chill. She loves you.” I try encouraging him. Most people wish they had someone look at them the way Princess looks at Noah, and vice versa. They truly are a match made in heaven.
He pulls me to the side of the stage, all his vulnerabilities etched into his expression. “What if she realizes he’s the one for her?”
“Come on, do you hear yourself? Amelia Greyson is so in love with you it’s insane. There’s no way she’d leave you for anyone, let alone the man who broke her heart. You’re it for her.”
“You think?” he asks, calming a bit.
“Of course, but if you don’t, do something. Get all flowery and loving and show her how head over heels you are for her.”
“What about a song?”
With wide eyes, I take a step back. “You want to sing a solo?”
“Uh, well … want to might be a stretch, but she sort of fell in love with my voice in Vegas, and she knows I don’t like being the center of attention.”
I’m in shock. I’ve tried to get Noah to take the lead for years. We’re both equally talented, but our voices are distinctly different. We sound amazing together, but we also sound fucking phenomenal apart.
“You should do it. I’m down, even if it’s partially selfish. I’ve wanted this for you for a long time. It would also make this an even better show, and the fans will eat it up.” I don’t remind him this is being broadcast online for the world to see.
“Yeah,” he says, nodding, trying to convince himself. “Let’s do it. I want to do this for her. I want to give her the world.”
We huddle together with Wyatt and Darren and toss around song choices and when to do it. Once we have it all settled, Noah visibly relaxes.
“You know, I’m glad Noah said he wants to keep playing here because the thought of this being our last show here was really starting to fuck with me,” I confess.
“I thought it was just me being a sentimental pussy. I’m glad I’m not alone,” Darren chimes in.
“Nah, you’re definitely not alone. Even though I’m excited to come home and start my life with Anna, I’m going to miss the hell out of it all.”
Noah remains strangely quiet, and when he looks up, it’s with glassy eyes. “I’m going to miss everything about spending each day with the three of you. I’m hoping the only thing that will change is our hectic schedules. You guys are my brothers, my best friends, and that will never change.”
We rally together in a pre-show huddle and share our usual group hug. I remember the first time Mel saw us do it; she thought it was the sweetest thing. For us, it’s second nature, a brief moment in time where we can put our differences aside, put away the craziness of the day, and just be family. It’s also my favorite part of the day. No matter how much of a dick I am, no matter how much I screw things up, this ritual centers me, calms me in a way even my anti-anxiety medication never could.
After our last song, it’s time for me to lead Noah into his solo. I’m used to speaking off the cuff after years of performing live, but this is important to Noah; I hope I don’t fuck it up. I walk to the center of the stage, mic in hand, and do my best to speak from my heart.
“Over the years, we’ve written and performed more songs than we can count. And my brother Noah prefers to stay out of the limelight, never taking on lead vocals alone if he can help it. But recently, he met an amazing woman and fell in love.”
The crowd cheers and whistles, along with some of the romantics who “ooh” and “ahh” at my words.
“So it turns out he tried some romantic move on her and it backfired on him because she fell in love with his voice. And being the romantic man he is, Noah promised her more words sung by him.”
The crowd laughs, and Noah blushes under the stage lights. I have no doubt the bloggers are going to eat that blush up and make it a trending story.
“Now, he’s in a bit of a predicament because he wants to give her the world. So tonight, for the entire world to see, Noah is going to sing for his love, Amelia. Give it up for Noah, everyone.”
I take my seat again and look out at Mel’s table. Everyone is happy for them. Noah seriously has nothing to worry about. Even Eli can tell Mel and Noah are the real deal.
Noah clears his throat to get the attention of the crowd before speaking. “This was a decision made about five minutes after we got on stage tonight. If you noticed our pre-show huddle, this is what it was about. I hope you’ll excuse the cover song, but the words couldn’t express my feelings better. Amelia Grayson, this one’s for you, baby. I love you.”
I can’t tell if Mel is about to laugh or cry, but I’m not sure I’ve ever seen Princess look happier. Noah launches into a cover of “Make You Feel My Love” by Bob Dylan, and the crowd is riveted. Me, Wyatt, and Darren watch with rapt attention as we get a rare glimpse of Noah’s gift. If anyone should go solo, it’s him, and the crowd agrees. Once the last lyric falls from his lips, the room is submerged in stillness before the crowd stands and shatters the silence with thunderous applause. Even the three of us stand and clap. Noah was incredible.
Noah interrupts the applause, hating to be the center of attention for too long.
“Thank you all for indulging my romantic gesture. We’d like to thank you all for coming out tonight and for the love and support you’ve all shown us over the years. For those of you who aren’t aware, Just an Illusion is more than an album and a song title. It’s also the name of the bar we’re filming from tonight. This bar holds many memories for us, and we wouldn’t be where we are now without the chance we were given here. It only felt right to do this show here, where it all began. So please give a round of applause to my cousin Jordan for letting us invade once again. We love you, brother.”
Another round of applause breaks out as we all stand and wave our goodbyes. One by one the cameras begin to end the live feed, and we exit the stage. The performance is all they get; the after party with our family and friends is off limits.
Once we exit the stage, we’re met by quite a few of our new security team. This is a new normal I’m not going to get used to easily. Sara needs to be caught soon. Noah comes off the stage behind me, and I pull him into a massive hug.
“That was the shit! You kicked ass out there.”
“Thanks, Sawyer.” His voice is muffled because I’ve got him pulled so close to me. Chuckling, I release him.
“Sorry, didn’t mean to be so aggressive there.”
“It’s all good. Do you think Mel liked it?”
My mouth drops open, but I close it quickly. “Are you kidding me? Were her tears not evidence enough? Noah, not to be crude, but … go slide your hand up her skirt. I’m sure you’ll have the answer to that question.”
He laughs. “Jesus, Sawyer, a simple yes would have been good.”
“True, but then I wouldn’t have gotten the point across so well.”
Wyatt, Darren, and Warren come up and pull us both into a big group hug as they rave about Noah’s performance. If he weren’t so adamant about retiring, I’d love to get him to record some original music. Maybe I still can.
“All right, guys, as much as I’d like to chill with you, I need to find Mel and get her away from Eli.”
“Go get your girl, dude,” Darren replies and takes off probably to find Belle.
Wyatt and I follow them out, flanked by guards, and go find our families.
 




Not Again
“To love,” Noah says, clinking his shot against mine. He’s on cloud nine tonight, and he deserves it. Leaning in close, he whispers in my ear, “Did I tell you she said yes to living together? She said I’m the one, Sawyer.”
“You did, I’m happy for you guys.” He’s got a bit of a buzz going on, but who can blame him? He’s having the night of his life.
“You were right, she doesn’t love Eli anymore. I was being stupid.”
“No, you were being protective. That’s all part of love, right?”
“Normal love, yes, Sara love, nope.” He sighs, and I pat his shoulder.
“She doesn’t love you, Noah, she’s obsessed. There’s a huge difference there.”
“Good point. I gotta piss, I’ll be right back.”
Noah heads to J’s office, and Ryan follows. When Noah makes it back to the bar, he’s got a shit-eating grin on his face.
“What in the world are you smiling about?”
He leans over my shoulder and whispers in my ear, “J is making out with Tyler again.”
Dammit. Tyler is Jordan’s weakness. They hang out, they fuck, J spends time with him, spends money taking him out, and Tyler hops back in the closet. Noah loves seeing J with him because he makes Jordan happy. Until he makes him miserable. I can’t stand him. I think Tyler is a user, and I wish some girl, or guy, would come and knock J off his feet.
“Great, poor J.”
“Tyler isn’t a bad guy,” Noah says, perching back up on his stool.
“Maybe not, but he’s bad for J.”
“You never know, this time could be different. This could be the time J finally gets his happy ending.”
“Ha! I don’t doubt they’ve both already had their happy endings. If it doesn’t work out, hopefully, J will leave Tyler behind for good.”
Noah and I sit at the bar and catch up. It’s like old times. Mel has been sitting in a booth in the corner since everyone else left. Noah said she’s working and catching up on emails. About thirty minutes after Noah caught J with Tyler, they come out of his office looking satisfied. J walks him to the door and kisses him goodbye before joining us at the bar.
J starts wiping the bar down and looks up to catch us staring at him. “What?”
Noah is smiling, but I’m sure my face is full of contempt. “Why do you bother with him?”
“You sure you want the answer to that?”
No.
“Yes, because all he does is hurt you.”
Mac leaves to check on Mel, giving us some privacy to talk.
“Tyler is … fun and sexy. We have smoking-hot chemistry, and we’re friends.”
“Friends don’t hide their relationships.”
He sighs. “It’s complicated, Sawyer. Not everyone comes from a family as open as ours. His family would disown him, and he … he walks away because of me.”
Noah leans into the bar. “What do you mean, J?”
Jordan pours himself a beer and takes a drink. “I like Tyler a lot, but I’m not the kind of guy who wants to settle down. Not yet at least. Tyler is, but he isn’t willing to come out to his family until there is someone waiting in the wings for him. Someone who will love him enough and make it worth losing his family. I’ll always be Tyler’s friend, but I’m not the guy to be his forever.”
“So wait … all this time … you pushed him away?” I’m shocked.
“I think we’re sort of a fifty-fifty split there. When Tyler starts pushing for more, I tend to back off. I don’t want him getting even more attached. But there are times when I don’t want to send him away, when I want him to stay in my bed, and in my life, but he knows if he doesn’t back away, I will.”
“Damn, that’s messed up,” Noah empathizes.
I feel myself slightly softening toward Tyler. “Is Tyler bi too?”
Jordan nods. “Yeah, and I think that’s partially why I push him away. If he finds the perfect girl for him, he can keep his family and have love.”
“But what if you’re the perfect person for him? Regardless of gender.”
“Jesus, Noah, you sound just like him.”
“That’s not an answer,” I point out.
“I don’t have one, I guess. If I could picture myself with one person forever, it would be him. But that’s not the life I want for myself right now.”
Jordan and I exchange knowing glances as Noah prattles off all the reasons why letting yourself fall in love could be the best thing that has ever happened to you. I excuse myself to use the restroom and reflect on how strange it is that Jordan and I are so much alike, while at times like these my twin and I are so different.

A little while later, the bar is clean, Noah, J, Mac, and Ryan are in a dispute over some movie they all saw, and I make my way over to Princess to see how she’s doing. When I get to her, she’s yawning, and it’s totally cute, especially the way she sighs out loud while doing it.
“Princess, are you sleepy?” When I yawn as the words leave my mouth, she laughs.
“I guess as sleepy as you are.”
I slide into the booth across from her as she glances over at the guys.
“Hey, I really just wanted to say I’m sorry for earlier. I didn’t mean for you to overhear us arguing about things.” Pausing, I run my hand through my hair before meeting her gaze. “But to be honest, I’m glad you did. You have the right to know what is going on. I couldn’t forgive myself if anything happened to you because you were unaware, so … please be safe, Princess.”
Her expression goes from cautious to understanding in the blink of an eye. She looks like she wants to tell me her innermost secrets, and I’d give my soul to hear them, just once. Instead, she shakes off whatever she was feeling and pastes on a fake smile. It’s pretty enough, but it’s not the smile I love. The one that highlights her laugh lines and makes her eyes sparkle. That one is reserved for Noah these days.
“You don’t have anything to apologize for, Sawyer. You were right. I know Noah wants to protect me, but knowing your battle is half of conquering it. I appreciate that you care enough about me to want to protect me. It means more to me than you could ever know.”
The chemistry between us that lingers just under the skin ticks up. The pulse of energy between us is strong, and it’s obvious she feels it too. As we adjust ourselves in our seats, I flash her a small smile. She’s not mine. Our chemistry isn’t real.
“Yeah, well, we’re family now, so be prepared to understand how Rory and Diane feel. We’re going to be in your business all the time. It’s what brothers do. And when you and Noah eventually tie the knot, that’s what I’ll be … your brother.” I’m practically choking on the words. They sounded much better in my head than they did coming out of my mouth. No one should have this kind of chemistry with their sister-in-law. Especially if they have a brother as great as Noah. Now I’m regretting not fucking Sasha earlier; maybe it would have eliminated some of this tension.
“Hey, you guys about ready to get out of here?” Noah asks, sliding in next to her. At least with him here the uncomfortableness of the last few minutes is gone.
We nod, and I tilt my head toward Mac and Ryan. “How are we working security?”
All the extra guards escorted Darren, Wyatt, and our family members home earlier. Only Mac and Ryan are here with the four of us now. We should be fine considering it’s after two a.m. Besides, only Mel needs a guard; the rest of us can fight.
“Mac is going to take you and J to Jordan’s house and stay on his couch. Ryan is going to take Mel and me back to our house.”
Sounds like a solid plan. The three of us can kick back with some alcohol and play poker once we get back to J’s. It’s not the booty call I’d wished for, but it will be a good night to catch up.
Mac and Ryan lead us to the rear exit of the club, and Jordan sets the alarm as Mac pulls up our car. Mac gives us the all clear to load in and waits until Ryan nods his okay for us to go as he does his final sweep of their SUV.
We’re barely around the corner when the emergency alert goes off. It’s a system where one of the guards only has to push a button if he’s in distress and it pages the rest of the team.
“It’s Ryan, hold on,” Mac says calmly as he flips the car around in the middle of the street to head back to the bar.
“What the hell is going on?!” J yells, fear in his eyes.
Mac turns the lights off as he pulls into the drive and kills the engine.
“Stay back,” he cautions, but we don’t listen. We’re out of the car and following quietly behind him as he scopes out the situation.
My heart stops when I come up behind him and see Noah crumpled on the ground with a pool of blood growing beneath his head. J covers his mouth and bends over, trying not to throw up, and I know he’s being transported back to that day we’d both like to have permanently erased from our memory.
When I manage to pull my eyes back up, Sara is holding a gun to Mel’s head, and my world starts to spin. I hold on to the brick wall to keep myself upright, and J grabs my shoulder for strength. Mac already has his gun out and is inching even closer. I want to call out, to help them somehow, but I know this is what Mac’s trained for, and one misstep on my part could mean their lives.
The beating of my heart echoes in my ears. I try muffling it with my free hand, praying we continue to remain unnoticed. I scan the area quickly, looking for Ryan, but he’s nowhere in sight. It does sound like there may be a scuffle not too far away; I hope he’s not hurt as well.
“Help him!” Mel’s terrified plea carries through the still of the night. Even scarier is the eerily calm, almost sing-song reply Sara gives her. Mel continues to beg, and it takes every part of my conscious mind to stay put and let Mac do his thing. Deep down I know he’s her only chance. Their only chance.
“He’s fine, he’s only sleeping. It will be just like a fairy tale. He’ll wake up from his true love’s kiss. But first … I need to get rid of you.”
The gunshot echoes through the silence of the night. My eyes involuntarily squeeze shut before they fly open at the sound of footsteps. Mac is running toward Noah, and Sara is slumped into the car. I follow quickly with J right behind me and realize Sara is on top of Mel.
Mac kneels next to Noah. “He’s got a pulse.”
I feel like a thousand pounds have lifted from my chest as I sidestep them to get to Mel.
“Is she hurt?” J calls out once I get my head inside the car. All I can see is Mel’s hair, Sara covers the rest of her.
Come on, Princess, hang on.
“I don’t know! Fuck! Help me get this bitch off of her.”
J pulls at Sara’s legs, and I lift her under her arms. She’s dead weight, and as Jordan realizes it, he freaks out.
“Why did you shoot?!” he screams at Mac.
“I had the shot. Even if I didn’t, she would have killed her if I didn’t try.” Jordan’s hands are trembling as we lay Sara’s lifeless body on the ground a couple of feet from Noah. I hope this bitch burns in hell.
Mel’s groans have me racing back to the SUV. Thankfully, she’s moving. Tears are running down my cheeks as I take in the amount of blood covering Mel.
Please let it all be Sara’s blood.
Mel’s arm is bent at an odd angle beneath her, but she’s moving. That has to be a good sign.
She’s gasping for air as I pull off my shirt, each breath sounding more painful than the one before. Pulling her free, I tuck her close to my body, thanking God that she’s alive as each of her warm breaths greets my skin. She pulls back, repeatedly blinking, trying to get her eyes open. Using my shirt, I’m wiping her face off the best I can to help but it’s not easy; there’s so much blood.
Realizing she probably doesn’t know who’s holding her, I try to find my words. “Princess … fuck. Are you okay? The ambulance is on its way. Please tell me you’re all right.”
She sobs. “Why can’t I see, Sawyer? Where’s Noah?”
“She’s okay, alive,” I call out to Mac and J as I try moving her arm. Her painful cry lances through my heart, and blood is oozing from a wound on her arm where her clothing is torn.
“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.” When I pull her to me and feel her against my bare skin, I sigh in relief. Her warmth means she’s alive, and that is all that matters right now. Mel and Noah are alive, and Sara is going to spend eternity rotting in hell.
My tears splash against her cheeks, and she reaches up with her good arm and brushes them away. This night could have ended differently, and the thought rocks me to my core. What if we’d been just a little bit further away? What if Sara had heard us come back? What if …
“She shot me?” Mel’s frantic cries pull me from my horrific thoughts, and I tighten my arms around her.
“J, how’s Noah doing?” I call out.
“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. This is going to be so hard on him.
“You left … and she … shit … Noah!” Mel’s beginning to freak out, and I think the shock might be starting to wear off. I need to keep her calm.
“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?” She blinks her eyes rapidly, and I move my shirt from her arm to wipe her face again, but when the blood begins to ooze from her arm even more, I put the shirt back. Within seconds, she’s managed to get her eyes open.
“Shit, that stings,” she hisses as I keep pressure on the wound.
“Sorry, 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?”
Without answering her, I look over my shoulder to check on Noah. “It’s going to be okay,” I reassure her as the paramedics pull into the lot.
“I need to be with Noah.”
Wishing she didn’t have to see Sara and Noah, I reluctantly help her from the SUV. The paramedics are tending to Noah, only giving a quick glance at Sara’s dead body. Mel looks around, taking everything in, and her eyes grow wide. She looks down and pulls her shirt away from her body and screams when she realizes all the wetness she was complaining about is blood. About halfway through the scream, her eyes roll up and she starts to go down. I catch her and lay her down gently on the second stretcher. The second set of paramedics begins assessing her, and I look down to see Noah being lifted and rolled to the ambulance. J has his hand and is running alongside him.
“You’re okay to stay with him, J?”
He nods, already jumping inside. “Stay with Mel, I’ll meet you there.”
Mac pats my shoulder to catch my attention. “I’ll call Warren before I give my statement. I’ll probably be here a while.” He looks down at Sara and shakes himself off before meeting my eyes again.
“Mac, are you okay? This is … well, it’s a lot for anyone.”
“It’s my job, but yeah … it’s a lot. Can you call Belle? I’m not sure I have it in me to break that little spitfire’s heart right now. I’ll have Warren call everyone else.”
They’re lifting Mel inside the ambulance now. “Yeah, I’ll call her on the way. I’ll see you there?”
“If I’m done in time, if not I’ll go straight back to the house.”
“Okay, if you need anything, anything at all, you call me.”
“Will do, now go.”
Once we’re in the ambulance, the paramedic is fussing over Mel. After asking if it’s okay to call her sister, I pull out my phone. I really don’t want to make this call.
It only rings once before Belle answers. “What’s wrong?”
“Sara got to Mel and Noah. We’re on our way to the hospital. You might want to meet us there.”
“Sawyer,” she pauses, her voice shaky, “please tell me she’s okay.”
“She’s fine. She’s got some injuries, but she’s going to be okay. Noah … he’s alive, but he has a head injury, so he needs some tests. He’s been unconscious since it happened, but he’s going to be fine.”
“Oh God,” she says softly. “I’m so sorry. We’re on our way. Did they get Sara?”
“Mac did, she’s dead.”
“Oh no, poor Mac.” I hear keys jangling and doors closing, and then I hear the sound of an engine starting. “Sawyer, please don’t let anything happen to her. She’s …”
Her sobs greet my ear, and my heart is heavier than it was a few minutes ago. “I know, Belle, they’re my world too. See you soon.”
If I hadn’t hung up, I would have been sobbing too. I’ve got to keep it together.

They have me exit the ambulance first, and we’ve pulled in right behind Noah. Dr. Martin is standing next to the door waiting for Noah and Mel.
“Dr. Martin!”
He looks up and nods my way, walking toward me. “Sawyer, it’s nice to see you. I wish it were under better circumstances. Can you tell me what happened?”
I fill him in on everything we saw as we follow inside behind Noah and Mel. “Please, Dr. Martin, you have to keep them together. Do you have a room big enough for both of them? They’re … I don’t know how to explain it, but trust me, they’ll help heal each other.”
Dr. Martin calls out to a few people, and within seconds Mel and Noah are sharing a trauma bay with the middle curtain that normally separates them pushed back.
“Does this work?”
“Yes, thank you.”
He leaves me and begins running the room. Sticking close to the wall, I watch as he assesses them. J taps me on the shoulder, but when I look at him, he’s staring at the floor. Jordan hates hospitals. “I’m going to go to the waiting room. Mom texted me, she said you didn’t reply to her text, but they’re here, so I’m going to go fill them in.”
“Shit, once I called Belle I didn’t look at my phone again. Tell Mom I’m sorry and I’ll come see them soon. Tell them Noah is going to be fine.”
“You don’t know that, Sawyer,” he whispers fearfully.
“I do, J, our brother is going to be fine.”
With a dubious look my way, he races out of the ER, most likely trying to outrun his demons. The reason Noah gives so much to this hospital, and specifically to Dr. Martin, is because he’s the doctor who saved Jordan’s life that day—in this very ER. My mom made sure we stayed close because she wanted Dr. Martin to know the people he saves matter and appreciate him. Even though a lot of people never look back, we do. To Mom, Dr. Martin is an angel.
Noah moans as the nurses get him out of his clothes. It’s the best sound I’ve ever heard. I rush to his bedside, not giving a fuck about the glares from the nurses.
“Noah, can you hear me?” When he moans at my question, I reach for his hand. “You scared me. Thank God you’re all right. He is okay, right?” I ask Dr. Martin as he checks Noah’s pupils.
“I’d feel better if he was speaking actual words, but let’s get some tests and see what we’re dealing with. He’s waking up, though, and that’s a good sign.”
“You hear that, big brother? You’re going to be all right.”
“Noah, where are you?” Mel sits up and starts pulling the wires attached to her; she’s freaking out.
“Amelia, you’re okay. My name is Dr. Martin. Please calm down and let me explain what’s happening.”
Mel isn’t paying attention to him though. She looks over at Noah and screams again.
“Amelia, you’re in shock.” Dr. Martin tries getting her attention to no avail. “I’m going to give you something to help calm you down. It’s going to make you sleepy, but you’ll feel much better when you wake up.”
My heart aches as Mel continues crying, but Noah needs me more right now.
Within seconds Mel is knocked out, and Dr. Martin asks the nurses to get her cleaned up and into a gown.
“Is she …”
“She’s fine, Sawyer. She does have a minor gunshot wound. We’re going to run some labs, get her on some antibiotics, and bandage her up. It looks like they were both lucky tonight. The paramedic mentioned their attacker was killed at the scene?”
“Thankfully,” I mutter, but I quickly clarify my position when I see his shocked expression. “She’s been stalking Noah, making all of our lives hell. I’m just relieved she can’t hurt him anymore.”
“I see. That makes more sense.”
As he turns to check on Mel once again, my leg bounces with restless energy until I blurt out what’s on my mind. “Dr. Martin? I think Jordan is a bit … lost right now. Would you mind checking him out too? I’m not sure he’ll be okay. It’s a lot for him to handle.”
His sympathetic eyes meet mine as he rolls closer to Mel on his stool. “Of course, but what about you? Isn’t it a lot for you to handle? Do you want me to call Dr. Stein?”
With all of my fucked-up issues these days, I could keep Dr. Stein occupied for hours, but I’m okay; it’s J I’m worried about.
“No, I know how to reach her if I need to, but maybe call her for Jordan?”
He smiles at me kindly. “Let me clean and bandage Amelia’s wound and I’ll go check on him.”
“Thank you.”
“Noah Weston?” a tech asks as they enter our curtained-off area.
“Right here,” Dr. Martin answers.
The tech moves in and raises the rails on the bed so he can push Noah out for his tests, but I don’t want to let go.
“Sawyer,” Dr. Martin says, “you can’t go with him. He needs a few scans and will probably be gone close to an hour. Come sit with Amelia. She’s going to need someone by her side when she wakes up.”
Leaning over the rail, I place a kiss on the side of Noah’s forehead that isn’t bloody. “I’ll take care of Princess, Noah, and it’s your job to come back to us awake and talking.”
My stomach is queasy. Between the blood, alcohol consumption, and general stress of the day, I’m wiped. As soon as Dr. Martin leaves, I take the seat next to Mel and hold her hand.
“Hey, Princess, you lucked out tonight. Mac is good at his job, but never in a million years did I imagine we’d need him to take care of something like this. That man deserves a raise, a vacation to a tropical land, a new house, car, whatever he wants. Nothing in the world is more precious than having you and Noah safe and here with us.”
She looks so peaceful; you’d never know she’s been to hell and back tonight. As I look at her, my mind floods with memories from the last few months. It’s crazy to think she’s only been in our lives for four months. I’m pretty sure I fell in love with her the second she called me a dick. Fire flared in her eyes, but her cheeks blushed the perfect shade of pink. My cock was instantly hard. She was the perfect blend of feisty and humble.
Later that night, when she walked into my bathroom, it seemed like the fates had aligned and brought her to me. I was a goner the second her lips crashed against mine. And when she turned me down, fuck … I felt like an addict being denied his high.
That was the beginning of the end for me. I couldn’t shake the way her lips tasted against mine, or how her body heated with my touch. All night long, her sultry moans reverberated through my body. I’d only had a small taste of her, but I wanted more— so much more.
“Noah,” she mutters, still sleeping.
Noah. It all comes back to him. Noah was enraptured by her. That was something new; I’d never seen him like that before. As much as it pained me to do so, I stepped back for him. Little did I know how intense my feelings for her would become and how large of a wedge she was going to drive between the two of us. I thought I’d been doing good the past few weeks. Just like any addiction, I was beating it. Until Sara held that gun to her head. I realized then I’ve been fooling myself. I love her more now than ever before.
“Noah,” she calls out again, a bit more coherent this time. His name on her lips is just the reminder I need to set me straight. It’s like Wyatt said, she made her choice. No matter how much it hurts, she picked him, and I’m going to respect that. I just need to figure out how.

A sense of dread comes over me when Darren and I walk into the waiting room. My parents are going to be pissed they haven’t been able to go back and see Noah yet. Mom should take some lessons from Belle; there was no way she was going to take no for an answer.
“Sawyer!” Mom flies out of her seat and into my arms. She pulls me close and sobs into my chest.
“Shh Mom, it’s okay. We’re all okay.” I rub her back and let her cry until she’s ready to pull away.
“How’s Noah?” Rory asks, trying to swipe away her tears.
“He’s having some tests, but he’s going to be fine.”
Jordan glares at me, but I don’t care. There is no other acceptable outcome in this situation.
“If he’s having tests, how do you know?” she counters and they all look at me.
“I know because he’s Noah. He is strong, and he’s not about to leave now that he’s found, Mel. He was mumbling and stuff before they took him, he was waking up.”
“That is a good sign.” Diane pats Dad’s hand while he nods. “And Mel?”
“Mel has a minor gunshot wound, but she’s okay. Belle commandeered her way in to see her and is sitting with her now. Has anyone been able to check in with Mac?”
Darren answers my question “Warren went over there and is going to stay with him until he’s no longer needed at the scene.”
Good, that’s good. Ryan, on the other hand, looks like he could use some air.
“Ryan, can you walk with me?”
Ryan hops up quickly, looking relieved and quietly follows me outside.
“Sawyer, I’m sorry. If you need to fire me, I understand.” He says once we’re outside. Puzzled at why he would even say that I turn around.
“I don’t think that would be necessary. I’m sure whatever happened tonight, Sara had something to do with it. I just wanted to know what went down and that you’re okay.”
Ryan breaks down what happened from when we pulled away until when he got to the hospital, and just as I thought, Sara was up to no good.
“Thanks, Ryan. You did your job. You hit the emergency notification and checked out a potential threat after securing their vehicle. There was only one of you, but Sara had friends. In no way is it your fault they ambushed you. This whole mess only proves what depths of depravity Sara was willing to go to. If we hadn’t gotten there in time, she would have killed Mel and probably kidnapped, tortured, and killed Noah too.”
A chill goes through me just thinking about it. I’m so glad that bitch is no longer a threat. We walk around the hospital, and before going back inside, I have Dr. Martin paged. Once he’s on the line, I arrange for Mel and Noah to share a private room. They need one night before having to deal with the press and our family. He agreed easily enough; they have the space and he knows money isn’t an object. He also informs me Noah is talking and finishing up with his tests.
After disconnecting the call, I update my family and tell them where they can see Noah briefly.

 “What do you mean you’re staying here? I don’t think that’s wise, Sawyer,” Mom chastises.
“Mac and Ryan need to get some rest. Hospital security has things on lockdown, but I’m not leaving Mel and Noah to fend for themselves in case someone gets on this floor or, God forbid, in their room. Besides, I’m sure they’re going to need help during the night.”
“Son, that’s what the nurses are for. You need your rest too.”
“Dad, I’ll rest tomorrow. I’m used to late nights anyway. It’s one night, I’ll be fine. You two go back to the house and get some sleep. Maybe bring them both some clothes in the morning?”
With a reluctant sigh, Mom kisses my cheek. “Okay, we’ll see you in the morning. We love you, Sawyer.”
“I love you both too,” I reply as Dad gives me a quick hug.
Collapsing in the chair outside their room, I finally exhale. It feels like this night has dragged on forever. When the nurse finishes with the two of them, she pauses to give me an update.
“Amelia is asleep, and Noah is in and out. Remember to keep the lights dim and the sound down. If anyone needs anything, hit the call button on either of their beds. I’ll be on duty all night.”
“Thank you,” I reply, and then make my way inside the room.
The hours pass slowly. I’m in a semi-comfortable chair between their beds. Mel’s been having intermittent nightmares, and Noah is in so much pain I don’t know what I can possibly do to help.
I keep one earpiece in my ear and one ear free so I can be aware of their needs. Regret weighs heavily on my mind. If I’d just insisted J come back to our house tonight, maybe this wouldn’t have happened. I can’t win for losing; giving them their space only backfired on me. And now I’m sitting here wishing dawn would come faster. As much as I want to help, listening to them cry out for each other at the worst time of their lives only cements the fact I’m not a player in this game.
I’m listening to “If It’s Not Me” by Tyler Ward, and without even realizing it I start softly singing along. Once the song is over, I turn off the music so I can go to the restroom, but Noah’s sympathetic eyes are on me.
“Sawyer …” His voice is gravelly, and I reach over to give him a drink of water. “Thanks,” he rasps as I place the cup on the table.
“Do you need something else? Do you want me to get the nurse?”
“I’m fine, but I’m worried about you. Are you okay?”
This man is lying in his hospital bed with a massive concussion and he’s worried about me. Maybe it’s because I’m tired, but it just niggles at the constant feeling of inadequacy lingering under my skin. Noah will always be the better brother.
“Of course I’m fine, just worried about you guys.”
He winces as the sun peeks through the blinds before glancing at Mel and back to me. “You mean you’re worried about your Princess.”
There is no malice in his words. In fact, he sounds … resigned if anything.
“No, that’s not what I meant at all. Don’t do this, Noah, please. Not now.”
His eyes flutter closed, and relief floods through me as I think he’s going back to sleep, but they open again.
“I’m not trying to have conflict with you. I heard you singing. That song is … sad.”
And now I see where he’s going. Those lyrics do kind of fit our situation, but this time I wasn’t exactly thinking about Mel.
“It is sad, I agree. The label asked me to listen to it. It’s part of the new music they gave us to familiarize ourselves with their new artists and upcoming new releases.” I could kick myself now for singing along, but that’s how I work. Committing new music to memory helps me remember it and promote it when the opportunity arises.
“And that’s all? Because if this is something more, we should talk it out.” Every word he speaks causes him to wince. This is the last thing he needs to be worrying about right now.
“That’s it. I’ve told you before, and I’ll say it until my dying breath, nothing is going on. I need you to believe me once and for all.”
I’m tired, overemotional, and I can’t keep having this same discussion again and again. All it does is open wounds I’m trying like hell to keep closed. Each time he asks about Mel, it’s like a dagger to the heart. Some days I wish I’d never met her, but I can’t imagine our lives without her either.
“Sawyer, it’s okay.”
“I wouldn’t do that to you, Noah. You have to know that.” The desperation in my words lingers between us.
“I do,” Noah replies softly. “Aside from Mel, you are the most important person in my life, Sawyer. Don’t ever forget that.” I wish I could unsee the pity in his eyes. It’s as if he knows I’m feeling inadequate again. The last thing I want right now is his sympathy.
“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.”
It seems like all we do is go around and around with this. Noah is desperate for me to settle down, and I wonder how much it has to do with me moving on from my inappropriate crush on his girl if I do. Thankfully, Princess yawns, bringing our attention to her. I’ve never been happier for someone to be awake. The two of them are alive, the sun is shining, and soon enough we should be able to get out of here so I can put my focus on something else for a bit.
 




Better Man
“Do you think I care? Look, Bob, Warren already told you this is legit. Noah is out of work for the next month. It’s what, two or three weeks of shows to reschedule? Fucking do it.”
This asshole at the label is getting on my last nerve. The last couple of days have been exhausting, and he’s not taking this seriously.
“What about doing the shows without him? He can stay home and get some R&R, and you guys can keep going.”
This fucker.
“You did not just ask me that. We’ve never performed with one of us missing, and we never fucking will.” The longer I talk to this fool, the higher my blood pressure climbs.
“Sawyer, come on, it’s a little bump on the head. Noah will be fine.”
“Let me be clear, Bob. Do your fucking job and reschedule the shows. File whatever you have to with the insurance company so they’ll pay out the losses. What you’re asking is illegal. The doctor put Noah on leave for a reason. Noah can’t work, and if you don’t do what you’re paid to do, I’ll go straight to the owner of the label. Don’t think for a minute I don’t have his number in my phone. The faster you do your job, the less anxious I’ll be to use it.”
“Okay, okay,” he concedes like a little bitch. “You don’t have to be such a hardass. You can’t blame a guy for trying.”
“You want to bet? Amelia was shot, Noah can barely open his eyes without excruciating pain, and our guards are under mandatory orders to see psychologists over break because one of them killed a woman to save Mel and Noah. They’re all traumatized. You’re lucky this isn’t going to last longer or we don’t cancel the tour altogether. Push me one more time and we might.”
I hate this prick, I have always hated him. He’s sleazy on a good day and will blow smoke up anyone’s ass to get what he wants. I’ve wanted him off of our account for a while, but he likes us, and nepotism has its privileges. He’s somehow related to the owner, but I’ve heard they’re on shaky ground.
“All right. So we’re in agreement you’ll pick up in New York after the first of the year as scheduled?”
“Unless the doctors recommend otherwise, yes.”
“Jesus, let’s hope they don’t, that would be a nightmare.”
He’s lucky I didn’t go to his office and do this in person.
“Okay, Bob, gotta go. If you need anything, talk to Warren.”
“All right, Sawyer, see you in New York!”
Dammit. I forgot we have to schmooze with this fucker in New York. Hopefully, it will be the last time we see him because it’s getting harder and harder for me not to tell him to fuck off.
“Come in,” I call out when there’s a knock at my door. Anna peeks her head in, and it immediately brings a smile to my face. “Hey, Bethie.”
“Hey, Sam and I are getting ready to head back down to San Diego, but I wanted to be sure you’re okay before I go.”
“I’m fine. It’s been a rough couple of days, but everyone is healing.”
“About that …” She takes a seat. “Did you suddenly get over your fear of blood and wounds?”
“No, why?”
“Don’t play coy with me. You’ve been squeamish as long as I’ve known you, but you’re the only person Mel seems to go to for help with her bandages.”
Busted.
“It freaks me out, but Noah can’t do it, and Mel doesn’t seem to want to ask anyone else. I caught her trying to do it herself and she was making a mess. I told her to just get me from now on. I have it down to a quick routine.”
“You’re a good man, Sawyer Weston, and one day some girl is going to be lucky to have you.”
“Thanks, Bethie, but I think I’m going to be taking a hiatus from women for a while. Take some time to work my shit out.”
Leaning forward, she drums her fingers against the desk. “Maybe after the tour you can work on getting your house together. That house is your true happy place. Maybe you’ll feel more centered if you start spending some time there.”
That’s not a bad idea. I always assumed I’d fix it up with my wife, but this could be a project I can get behind.
“Anyone ever tell you that you’re one smart cookie?”
Grinning, she replies, “Once or twice. If I ask you something, will you give me an honest answer? It’s a two-part question.”
“I’ll try.”
“You started calling me Bethie the first week we met. Why?”
Her question takes me back; I remember it like it was yesterday. “You have to promise you won’t be mad at me if I tell you the truth.”
Happiness glimmers in her eyes as she leans back in her seat and draws an X over her heart with her finger. “Cross my heart.”
“When we started talking on the phone and you told me your name was Anna-Beth, but your friends called you Anna, I didn’t think much of it. We were young, but even back then you had this sultry, sexy voice.”
“Go on, flattery will get you everywhere.”
Laughing, I continue. “You were the complete opposite of what I’d pictured you to be. You were this adorable little pixie. All I could think of was Tinkerbelle. I couldn’t reconcile that Anna, the sultry goddess I’d pictured in my mind, was you when I looked at you.”
“Sawyer,” she admonishes, “I’m not even sure we were thirteen yet when we met. You shouldn’t have been thinking of anyone as a sultry goddess.”
“You do realize you’re talking to me, right? My sex drive has always been high.”
Her smile is bright as she shakes her head. “Okay, keep going.”
“The first few days we were getting to know each other, I’d either catch your attention or call you Anna-Beth. You’d remind me it was Anna, but that seemed so wrong to me at that point. Especially since you and Wyatt clicked right away and I’d pictured dirty things with my Anna from the phone.”
“Oh my God, Sawyer!”
“What? It’s not like we didn’t kiss.”
“On the cheek. It was a peck on the cheek!”
I roll my chair closer to the desk. “I know, and I’m glad. I knew you were special after a couple of days and that we were going to be friends for a long time. That’s when I came up with Bethie. Everyone else practically gagged when I said it to you, but you didn’t. You blushed.”
“I will deny this to my dying breath, but if we’re telling secrets, I’ll be truthful. When you called me Bethie, I got tingly. No one, up to that point, had ever given me a nickname and, for a short period of time, I wondered if I made a mistake not dating you.”
“Really?”
She nods. “I realized pretty fast I was right choosing Wyatt, and that what made the nickname so special wasn’t the name but that it came from you. I’d become friends with the asshole and I loved it. No one has ever called me Bethie but you.”
“Good, because that’s our thing, Bethie, part of our bond. Even though you’re grown now and fine as fuck, to me, you’re still that little pixie.”
“I love you, Sawyer.”
“Right back at you.”
“So … that leads me to my second question. As far as I know, before Mel, I was the only person you’d ever nicknamed.”
“That is a fact, but almost everyone in my phone has some kind of nickname.”
She waves her hand. “Doesn’t count because you never call them that to their faces. That’s your own inside joke.”
“Also a fact. What do you want to know?”
“Wyatt told me how the nickname came to be. Belle and Amelia, I get the princess reference. What I don’t get is, why did it stick? And why are you still calling her that?”
“Ah, are you jealous?”
“No, seriously, not at all. I just want to know.”
I pick up a pen and start spinning it in circles while I think.
“It made her mad, and she got feisty. Something about it was … attractive for some reason. So attractive, my dick got hard.”
“Sawyer!” she mock-scolds me through her laughter.
“You asked for the truth. Anyway, it also made her blush, which was counter-indicative to how she was acting, so I kept it up.”
“And?” she coaxes, worrying her bottom lip.
“And that’s mostly it. That reaction had virtually disappeared the first day or two into our tour. It wasn’t as fun anymore, but she seemed to like it, and the nickname was fitting, so it stuck.”
“How do you know she likes it?”
“Because when I call her Princess, her mouth sort of kicks up into a slight grin, just on the right side. You can see it if you pay attention. But when it’s just the two of us talking, she smiles. Fuck, Bethie, she’s got one of the best smiles I’ve ever seen.”
She pulls the pen from my hand and sets it aside. “Smiles have always been your weakness. Most men pick a sexualized body part usually boobs or asses. Sometimes you’ll get a guy who goes for eyes or even personality. Not you. For you, it’s always been the smile.”
“A smile is harder to fake than most people think. It can tell you a lot about a person. The laugh lines, the twinkle in your eye, the way your cheeks lift just a bit. When I decide I want to be with someone, I have to be able to tell when I’m making them happy and when I’m making them miserable. How they smile at me is the key to that answer. I’m still a man though. A nice ass, decent rack, great smile … a girl who has all of that would be the perfect trifecta.”
The way she keeps staring at me is making me a bit uncomfortable.
“Bethie, why did you want to know?”
“I’m not sure. We were just kids when you gave me that nickname. I figured, as an adult, she had to mean something more to you. And I know Mel does, and you’re getting over it and all that, but I guess I just worry.”
“Sometimes, a nickname is just a nickname. Most of the time I don’t even realize I say it.”
“I think you need a nickname.”
“Pretty sure I have one already. Most women call me ‘Oh God.’”
Her brows furrow and then it clicks and she tosses the pen at me. “That is so wrong.”
“I’m pretty sure it’s the opposite. It means I’m doing everything right.”
“Just keep using your own condoms, Sawyer. I’d hate to see you get trapped by the wrong girl.” She stands, and so do I.
“And who would be the right girl?”
“That’s easy,” she says, kissing me on the cheek. “The one who will move heaven and earth to always give you the good smiles. I’ll see you in a few days.”
“Drive safe, Bethie.”
“I’ll text you when I get home.”
After she leaves, I think about her answer. Maybe she’s right, and one day it will all come down to a smile.

This morning, Noah scared the shit out of us. He disappeared, and Princess was terrified. He turned up a little while ago and gave me the evil eye for sitting with Mel while he was the one out doing all kinds of shit behind her back.
Before taking off, Wyatt stayed for a few minutes and filled me in on their trip to see Sara’s parents. I’m fucking livid. Even more so because Noah locked himself in with Mel instead of talking to me about all of this. The fact he took Wyatt to deal with this is like a kick to the fucking balls. I know they’re best friends, but I’m his fucking brother; I’m supposed to have his back.
For whatever reason, I’m not good enough for Noah anymore. Not to talk to, confide in, or to even have his damn back while he confronts crazy head on. But I’m good enough to hang at home and take care of his girlfriend’s wounds while she picks my past apart and questions me on my lack of girlfriends.
It’s not just that; I got sucked in again and fell into the ease of opening up to her. She’s so easy to talk to, and I always end up saying more than I would ever tell anyone else.
It’s impossible to concentrate on music anymore, so I decide to do some day drinking instead. After pouring myself a glass of scotch, I head to the backyard. Once I’m comfortable on a lounger, I focus my attention on the vastness of the ocean and begin to relax. The sound of the waves lapping against the shore always has a calming effect on me.
“Day drinking? I sure do miss those days.”
“And you will for another six months or so,” I answer as Belle sits next to me. She rubs her almost non-existent belly and leans back on the lounger.
“More like five months, but it seems like forever. Everything is quiet inside. I’m assuming Noah and Wyatt came back?”
“Yup.”
“Did he have a good excuse?”
“Nope.”
She shields her eyes from the sun. “No he didn’t, or he didn’t have one good enough for you?”
“Both. It wasn’t good enough for me by a longshot, and there’s no excuse for him to have worried Mel like that. He could have left a note or something.”
“True, but maybe he forgot. Concussions mess with people’s memories.”
Not likely. I continue to look out at the water.
“I’ve been getting your fan mail.”
Now that catches my attention. “What?”
“Ever since I started doing the blog posts and the articles, your fans have been sending me emails and letters. ‘Belle, please give this letter to Sawyer. Do me a solid.’ ‘Belle, from one woman to another, I know Darren is meant to be my husband. Please give him my number.’ The worst ones are the ones convincing themselves Wyatt is unhappy and wants them instead of Anna. You guys have some interesting and deluded people in your camp.”
“Jesus, why didn’t you say anything sooner?”
She releases an evil chuckle. “Because anything sent to Slammed is property of the magazine, and I’m going to have so much fun doing an exposé on these women. Something about the dangers celebrities face with delusional fans.”
“You’re an evil genius.”
“I know. Besides, women shouldn’t be sending their coochie through the mail. If you want a man bad enough, you should work for it.”
“True, but make sure you turn them over to our security team when you’re finished with them. They monitor all the incoming mail to ensure we don’t have stalkers. They also can nip the overly obsessive fans in the bud early when they start sending too much mail.”
“Damn, you guys go through so much. I don’t envy you.”
“All part of the game, I suppose.”
Reaching over, she pats my knee. “Still doesn’t make it right. You give up a lot to do what you love.”
“Maybe, but we get a lot in return too.”
“True. You got Mel and me, and that’s no easy feat.”
“Ha! Damn, Belle, you crack me up.”
She pretends to look offended. “Can’t argue the truth. Admit it, your world has gotten brighter since we entered it.”
I finish off my scotch and concede defeat. “You’re absolutely right, and you’re even giving us an addition to our family. You’re stuck with us for life now.”
“Yeah, I know. It’s amazing who you’ll put up with for love. It’s okay, though, it’s always just been me, my mom, and Mel. It will be nice for the baby to have a huge extended family. She’ll always be surrounded with love and light.”
She sounds so serene. I admire the way Belle seems to always go with the flow. “Still she, huh?”
She smiles. “Until I see some testicles and a penis, that’s what I’m going with.”
“You’re lucky Darren is a family man. He may not have been expecting a kid at this point in his life, but he’ll be a great dad.”
“I think he will be too. I watched him at Thanksgiving with Saylor and Emme, and I swear my ovaries were on overload.” I’m laughing, but when she taps my arm, I give her my attention. “You’re Darren’s best friend, and I think you should know I do care about him. This situation isn’t something I’m taking lightly. It’s not what I had planned for my future, but it might be the best thing that could have ever happened to me. I love him, Sawyer.”
Noah slides open the door and joins us, but I ignore him. “I know, Belle, and if I thought any differently, you’d have already heard it from me by now. I think this is good for both of you. But when the news comes out about you guys, and especially the baby, make sure you tell us right away if the fangirls get to be too much.”
I make a mental note to talk to Darren about protection for her anyway. We’re on the road too much to take chances right now. Especially knowing that she’s getting these emails.
“I will. We’re about to go see Darren’s parents, and he’s probably wondering where I went. I’ll talk to you guys later.”
When Belle leaves, Noah takes her place.
“Drinking already?” he asks, giving the side-eye to my glass.
“What can I say? It’s been a stressful morning, to say the least.”
“Sawyer, I’m sorry. I know you’re angry with me.”
I sit up and turn to face him. “Don’t, Noah, I’m not Mel. You don’t need to try to placate me. You knew exactly what you were doing this morning and figured you’d ask for forgiveness later. You pulled that move straight from my playbook, I know it well.”
Storming back inside, I grab the bottle of scotch, bring it outside, and refill my glass. Partially because I want a drink, and partially because I know it’s going to piss Noah off.
“You wouldn’t have let me go.”
“I wouldn’t have let you go alone. Sure, I would have tried to talk you out of it because it was an awful idea for about a hundred reasons, but I would have been by your side in the end.”
“It was something I had to do, and I feel better now.”
“Physically? Or because you felt like you owed it to Sara’s parents to pay them off after their daughter tried killing you and your girlfriend? You work hard for your money, Noah! Didn’t Sara get enough of it the first time around?”
He winces, and I’m not sure if it’s out of anger or pain. Of course, it makes me feel like the world’s biggest dick.
“You didn’t see them. They’re poor, Sawyer. Disabled, broke, and heartbroken. It wasn’t why I went. I needed answers, some closure, and at the end of the day, they could make our lives hell even though Sara was at fault. Imagine if they decided to countersue us or tried to do something to Mac. Maybe I feel like this is an insurance policy. A bit of kindness goes a long way.”
Why does he always have to be the one to take the moral high ground? The bigger question is, why do I care? This is how he’s always been, and it’s none of my business.
We sit in silence for a while. I lean back in my chair and finish another two or three drinks before he speaks again.
“I did something else today too.”
“We know. I’m pretty sure your Christmas shopping could have waited until you’re not about to pass out when you stand up. Or, at the very least, long enough for you to call and check in so we didn’t have to track you.”
“Sawyer, this is important. Are you drunk?”
“I’m not drunk, but I’m not sober.”
He winces and holds his head, then sighs. “Maybe we should talk later.”
“I’m fine, Noah, say what you want.”
He fumbles around in his pocket and pulls out a ring box. Suddenly, it feels like an elephant is sitting on my chest. Wordlessly, he passes it to me. It’s fucking gorgeous. Everything about this ring was made for a princess. My Princess.
But that’s the thing about love; it’s never guaranteed to be yours or to be reciprocated. As much as it stings, this is a good thing. It’s exactly the push I need to prove to me she isn’t mine, once and for all.
“It’s a good choice, Noah. She’s going to love it.”
I pass the ring back, and he stares at me long and hard. “There is so much you aren’t telling me right now. I know you better than I know myself, Sawyer. Talk to me.”
“There isn’t much to say, is there? I’m just hurt, Noah, okay?”
“You’re hurt?” Then, with a sudden realization, his tone softens. “Because of Mel.”
Exactly, asshole.
No, not really. This is about him.
Us.
“You would think that. I’m not sure you know me as well as you think. If you did, you would know this is all about us. I used to be your best friend. I should have been the one you went to about Sara, the one you told you were thinking about getting married. I should have been the one who got to stand by your side and pick out the ring as you made one of the most important decisions of your life. Me, Noah. Not Wyatt. I’m actually your brother. I should be your true best friend. You would have been my first call. You, not Darren.”
My hand trembles as I pour another glass of scotch. Maybe I’m a little drunker than I thought. I can’t even bring myself to look at him right now. Instead, I drop my sunglasses over my eyes to block out the sun.
When Noah finally speaks, his voice is low, barely steady, but I can feel his eyes on me the entire time. “Five days ago, I almost died. If you, Mac, and J wouldn’t have come back, I have no doubt Mel and I would be dead. Jordan has officially put Sasha in charge of the bar while he sits in his room here and pops anti-anxiety meds like candy. You’re hovering, drinking, and taking charge of everything the rest of us can’t.”
He pauses and reaches for the water he brought out with him. After taking a long draw, he continues.
“Friday night, I was just happy Mel told me I was the one for her. By Saturday morning, something changed. Life is short, Sawyer, and I’m terrified something bad is going to happen to me.”
That catches my attention, and I turn my head toward him. “Nothing bad is going to happen, you’re fine.”
“Am I? I don’t feel fine. There is a dark cloud looming right now … something is off. Maybe it’s the concussion and all in my head. But what I do know is I’m taking Belle’s advice to live for today. I’m sorry I hurt you. More than you will ever know. As we left Sara’s house, we passed a jewelry store on the way home and I made Wyatt stop. It wasn’t planned. Honestly, I didn’t even know what I was looking for when I went in there, or the four other stores we went to after that.”
Now I feel like a complete jerk.
“So why a ring?” Lifting my glasses, I give him the attention he deserves.
“We walked around each store, and I was waiting to see something, anything, that said ‘Amelia would love this.’ I was thinking a bracelet for Christmas would be nice, you know? Mel isn’t a typical girl who values monetary things, so I knew it had to be something special. Wyatt tried steering me away from the rings, but women wear rings all the time that have nothing to do with marriage, so I ignored him. That’s when I saw it. We were about to leave, and it was literally the last thing we looked at in the last store we went to.”
Of course, and I’m sure Noah feels it was—
“Sawyer, I swear it was fate.”
And there it is—the higher calling he believes in more than anything.
“Noah, I’m not trying to shit on your sunny day, but when we got home from Vegas a week ago, Mel stormed out on you for even mentioning the prospect of living together in a year. What makes you think this is the best idea?”
“It’s probably not, and that’s why I’m not giving it to her now. This incident has bonded us in ways I never expected. I feel it. I’m going to hold onto the ring until the time is right, and you’ll be the first to know when it is. This wasn’t a Wyatt-versus-Sawyer thing, or a me-being-upset-with-you thing, it was a me-and-the-universe thing. Damn, Sawyer, I know I haven’t said anything, but I’ve barely been awake much the past week. I’m extremely thankful for you taking charge of things, for putting the label in their place, for taking care of Mel and me.”
“It’s not a big deal. You’d do it for me.”
“Are you kidding? You’d rather never sing again than deal with blood, but you’ve been taking care of Mel’s nasty fucking wound for a week. You step up when it matters, Sawyer, you always have, and I can’t imagine a time when you won’t.”
“You would still do it for me.”
“Maybe, but I’ve learned some things about myself lately that I don’t like. Now I seem to question everything.”
What in the world is he talking about? Noah is the best person I’ve ever known.
“Like what?”
“I’m selfish.”
I scoff at that, but he shakes his head sadly. “It’s true.”
“Says the man who just wrote a check for a hundred grand to a psychopath’s family.”
“Big fucking deal. The swipe of a pen against paper that won’t make one bit of a difference in my bank account in the long run. I’m talking about things that matter.”
“Are you okay? Seriously, should I take you to the doctor? Everything you do matters. What has you on edge? Aside from the obvious concussion.”
I’m worried about him. He’s tense and fidigity and keeps furrowing his brows.
“I’m jealous. I’ve never been a jealous person.”
Oh, now we’re getting somewhere. After a sip of my scotch, I give him the unvarnished truth.
“You’re only jealous because of my feelings for her.”
“You admit them when you’re drunk, of course.”
“No, I’m admitting them because they’re over. Mel’s just a good person, and it’s hard not to be enamored by that. She’s also a hundred percent in love with you, and no one else is even visible in her orbit but you. You’re going to marry this girl, Noah. She’s going to be my sister-in-law. That’s not something I would ever take lightly.”
“I know, but it’s not just you. I see how other men look at her. I get jealous when she’s doing her interviews with Wyatt and Darren too.” Whoa, that’s different. “See, I know, it’s crazy. I’ve never felt like this about anyone, but I’m not sure I like this aspect of it. And that’s also where I’m selfish. I like having her to myself. I like being cooped up on the bus and not sharing her.”
He’s all over the place today. I wonder how much is concussion jumble and how much is him needing to get his feelings out.
“You don’t seem to have an issue when we have breakfast together in the morning.”
“Well, that goes back to me trusting you more than you believe. I do trust you, Sawyer. I just don’t want you hurt or upset. It also means trusting her. Any girl who would fuck around with my brother under my nose doesn’t deserve my love or my friendship.”
I’m reminded of the day on the bus when I pushed things too far and promptly down the rest of my drink.
“You’re lucky then, Mel’s not that girl. She’d never do that to you. You need to relax, Noah. Enjoy her, enjoy the rest of the tour. Let go of this selfish, jealous feeling you’ve got going on. I’m not going to mess with your girl. Darren is having a baby with her best friend, and if Wyatt even thought to lay a hand on his best friend’s girl, I’d kick his ass for messing with my best friends’ heart. After Bethie kicked his ass herself.”
Noah laughs. “True, Anna is a force to be reckoned with. I really wanted to see her kick Sara’s ass that day in Vegas.”
“Although I see the appeal, I didn’t. I wanted Anna and Mel as far away from Sara as possible. I wish I could understand why you gave her parents that money, or even the decency of a conversation, but I don’t.”
“We’re just different people, Sawyer. I can’t walk away so easily. I don’t know what else to say.”
“You’re the good twin, I’m the asshole twin. That’s nothing new.”
“Do you even hear yourself?” Noah stands, running his hands through his hair. “Our whole talk has been good. You’re a good person, and so am I. Sure, we both have our issues, who doesn’t? But come on, for once can you admit we just have different strengths and weaknesses? Maybe you can be harsh at times, but there are days when I envy that. You speak your mind, I’m always the pushover. I know there are times you wish you could be more easygoing, but for as long as I can remember, you took it upon yourself to speak up. To get your way, to protect me, to be sure we were treated equally instead of two halves of the same coin. You did that, not me.”
“I don’t know about all that.”
He looks down at me and cracks a smile. “I do. We’re twins, Sawyer, and even when it hurts we talk about the stuff most people won’t touch. We’ve had more conflict between us the past year than we ever have. Maybe life is catching up with us. Things will be normal again soon enough. Our bond is stronger than any of this other BS.”
I feel so much better, but I’m also still angry. Maybe it’s the booze.
“You look tired, you should go lie down.”
“Yeah,” he yawns, “I am pretty beat.”
“Go, I’ll still be here later. We’re good, Noah, and we always will be, even if we fight.”
“For sure. It’s just better when we don’t.”

By the time Mel comes out of their room, I’ve practically finished the bottle of scotch. I can’t stop thinking about how lucky he was today. What if Sara’s parents had been as equally psychotic as she was? I wish Noah would be more concerned with his own safety because it stresses me the fuck out that he isn’t.
“I’m going to make some food. Do you want something to eat?” she asks with a concerned look on her face.
“Are you really not mad at him?” I’m slurring, but Princess will understand.
“For which part?”
“Going over there, giving them money, not telling us he was doing something so epically stupid.”
As she digs around in the cabinets, I down another glass of scotch. “I’m glad he took Wyatt with him. I’m not happy he didn’t tell me first, but I understand it more now.”
They’re nauseatingly perfect for each other; each of them are way too understanding. “What about the money?”
“What about it? It’s his money, Sawyer, not mine.”
Mel stands defensively, daring me to cross her. My cock twitches, until I remember he bought her a ring today. “It will be. Hell, it might as well be. You know he’s going to marry you.”
She grabs a few napkins and brings me a sandwich. It hits me that she’s the first woman to make me food outside of my family and Anna. “Eat this, please, and I’ll keep talking to you.”
I didn’t even realize I was hungry until she put it in front of me. Moaning, I devour the first half quickly. This might be the best grilled ham and cheese sandwich I’ve ever tasted. It’s a buttery, crispy perfection. She seems proud of herself as I eat before she continues with our talk.
“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.”
It’s odd to hear those words come from her mouth. I have to remember she isn’t a groupie and actually means what she says. After finishing my sandwich, I take the plate to the sink. I need to sleep off this alcohol, but I want to finish our talk. “That was good, thank you. But you didn’t answer me. What are you going to do when he marries you?”
The words taste stale on my tongue. How can I hate the idea of them together as much as I love it? She’s laughing when she turns to face me until she realizes how serious I am. “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.”
I’m so tired all of a sudden. I blink my eyes and rub my head in an effort to keep talking. When did I get so drunk? As her words catch up to my drunken ears, I think about them. Maybe that’s what appeals to her so much—Noah’s generosity. “Do you think I should do that? Be more philanthropic?”
“Sawyer,” she plates the last sandwich and turns the stove off, “you should do whatever makes you happy. Most days I don’t have a clue what I’m doing. The bulk of my parents’ 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.”
Just when I think we’re done talking, she takes my breath away by placing her hand on my heart. “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.”
Her words are sweet, and her touch feels so good, I can’t help but smile at her. She’s always honest; that’s probably the best thing about her. Princess will never blow smoke up anyone’s ass. “Thanks, Princess, I needed that. Tell Noah I’m sorry for fighting with him. I was just …”
“Worried,” she fills in, but that’s not it.
“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 I leave the kitchen and lie down in my bed, all I can think about is how I should find something to do that would make me a better person, so that one day, I might be lucky enough to find a girl like Mel of my own. Noah is a lucky guy.
 




It Takes Two
The past week or so I’ve been disappearing into the garage during the day. After my drunken chat with Princess last week, I realized I need to be a better human. Not only that, but I want to be.
As luck would have it—or fate, if I listen to Noah—I think I figured out where I want to put my focus. Unlike Noah, I don’t think randomly helping people is something for me. It brings him a lot of joy, and he makes a difference one person at a time. But for me, I think it would be sort of anti-climactic. I want to be able to see the impact of what I’m doing in a broader sense.
The day after my talk with Mel, I was reading the newspaper. Specifically, an article about the rise of homelessness in California’s college students. It went into a huge breakdown about homeless kids from Kindergarten through high school as well. The entire article was sobering. The more I thought about it, the harder it was for me to wrap my head around.
These kids are eighteen and on their own. Their student loans barely cover their tuition, and any job they get goes toward books and a limited amount of food, with no money left for clothes and housing. I tried to picture myself in that situation and I can’t. We got lucky, but even if we didn’t have success with the band, our parents would have paid for school like they did for Rory and Diane.
Ever since then, I’ve been doing research. Pretty much from sun up until sundown. I’ve got stacks of notes and articles, concept ideas for how to start a charity and thoughts about how it would work. I’m excited to get it going, but it’s going to be a full-time job, and I don’t have time for that until the tour is over. The thing is, that isn’t good enough for me. These kids need help now. There are more kids in need than I could ever hope to help, but even if I can help one, it’s worth it.
I’m in the zone down here with my stuff spread out across the desk and the overflow covering our studio equipment. “All The Small Things” by blink-182 is blasting through the speakers as I make notes about the school I want to contact first.
The music stops suddenly, and when I look up, Noah’s eyes are taking everything in.
Dammit.
“Sawyer, what is all of this?” Noah eyes the mountain of paperwork and there’s no way I can hide it. His eyes are already scanning the paper in front of him.
“Just something I’m working on. I guess a charity of sorts if I can ever figure it out,” I reply, frustrated. I’m excited about this, but it’s a lot of work, and I don’t want Noah thinking I can’t do this.
“May I?” he motions toward my notebook. Reluctantly, I nod. The truth is, Noah’s into this kind of shit. I probably should’ve asked for his help in the first place. Things between us have been so strained, we’re constantly walking on eggshells around each other. Maybe this could help bridge that gap.
“It’s just the beginning, I’m still in the research phase. That yellow sheet of paper is my most recent concept idea, but that’s all it is. I’ve still got to figure out a way to implement it all and do it anonymously. I’m not even sure any of this is possible.”
With eyes that mirror my own, Noah looks up at me proudly. “This is incredible, Sawyer. Seriously, I’d love to help you with this, be your partner if you’d like one. I think it would be good for us. Maybe a way to get back on track … we’ve been so disconnected lately.”
There’s that twin bond in full effect. Even if we don’t say it, we’re still thinking the same thing. “Are you serious?”
He nods. “Yeah, completely. We could have Tony set up an LLC, and he could be the registering agent. It would keep it anonymous, and I know he’s done it for other clients.”
“Let’s do it, Noah. I could use the help and some fresh eyes on some of this stuff. It’s all overwhelming and really sad.”
Smiling, he pulls me in for a hug. “This is going to be great, Sawyer. I’ve missed us, and we’re about to do some epically awesome shit.”
We spend some time going over some more paperwork before I realize I never asked him what he needed.
“Hey, why did you come down here in the first place?”
“Ah, that … The doctor said I could start singing again at my own pace. As long as I take it slow and pay attention to any signals my body gives me that I’m going too far.”
“That’s awesome.”
“It is, and I decided for Christmas I want to make Mel a … this is going to sound so cheesy. I want to make her a mixed tape of sorts.”
He’s blushing again. I’m so glad I didn’t inherit that trait, even if it does work for him.
“Okay, and you need the studio to do that?”
“And you. I want to sing her the songs that remind me of us. She asked for more songs sung by me, so this way she’ll be able to have it whenever she wants, and maybe I won’t feel so on the spot. Sort of a win-win?”
“Sure, I can help you. What are you thinking?”
He visibly relaxes, and I’m excited we’re going to do both of these projects together. It can only bring us closer together, and we need that now more than ever. I don’t ever want to see the look of relief on Noah’s face again when he needs a favor. He should never doubt my willingness to help him.
“Six to eight songs, a basic EP. Since it’s just for Mel, we don’t need to worry about permissions or anything. Nothing is going to be monetized or for public consumption. Just a gift from me to her.”
“She’s going to love it. We can start tomorrow. Today is pretty much shot anyway.”
We’re in quick agreement about how to balance working on the EP and this new project without anyone finding out about either one. Noah texted Tony and he’s completely on board and will meet us in his office later this week to talk details in private. I’ve got a good feeling about this whole thing and can’t wait to officially get started.

Today is Christmas Eve, and Mel has been gone with Eli most of the day. The entire family is here, and Noah is a fidgety mess. It’s hilarious.
“He’s just her friend, Noah. Relax,” I tell him when we’re alone in the office wrapping some presents.
“Yeah, I know. I still hate that she picked him to go shopping with.”
“All you have to do is remember it’s your dick she’s coming home to, not his.”
“Jesus, Sawyer. Thank God for that!” He’s laughing now; at least I accomplished that. “I wanted to talk to you about something.”
Leaning back in my chair, I give him my full attention. “Shoot.”
“I’m ready.”
Two little words, but I know exactly what he means. A huge smile breaks across my face. “When do you want to do it and how can I help?”
He’s watching my reaction carefully, but there’s nothing to fear. I’m genuinely happy for him. Hopefully, for them.
“New Year’s Eve. I’m thinking down on the beach, overnight.”
Noah always has to be romantic, and under the stars by the light of the moon really can’t be beat.
“What are you thinking? It’s going to be freezing down there.”
He pulls a sheet of paper out of his pocket and passes it to me. It’s a checklist or an idea list. “Big portable tent, portable heaters, hard floor, music, food, a place to sleep. Sounds like a good start. We could easily have J get his supply guy to help us. You know, the one who brings in extra chairs and stuff when he has an event. I’m sure he has all of this and more.”
I pass the paper back to him, and he writes that down. “That’s a good idea. I know it’s all doable, but with the holidays and the short notice, it might be difficult.”
“Money talks, Noah. Difficult equals expensive, but if this is what you want, it’s worth the price, don’t you think? I think Darren and Wyatt are gone after Christmas, but J and I can help. I’m sure Rob would too.”
“No.” He laughs. “Rob can’t keep a secret to save his life, but it would be perfect if you and J could help.”
I’m excited for him, not only because he’s going to propose but because he knows exactly what he wants in life and he’s working hard to achieve it. “Wow, I can’t believe you’re getting married. It’s the end of an era for us.”
I hate getting nostalgic, but if anyone can pull it out of me, it’s Noah.
“Nah, it’s just the beginning of a new one. We’re blessed you know? We’re not even thirty, we’ve lived the lives most people dream of, we’re financially solvent, and we’re opening a business together. Think of all the indie bands we can help, all the kids green around the gills. We’re going to do so much good, Sawyer. Not to mention our other project. It’s a life worth living for sure.”
This guy, always with the optimism.
Someone pounds on the door. “Are you two done wrapping yet?” It’s Rory, and Noah lets her in. “You guys haven’t even started? What have you been doing in here?”
“Waiting for you to come bug us so you could make them look pretty,” Noah responds, and she rolls her eyes.
“Fine, but you better have gotten me something really good this year for this. It looks like you bought out the whole store for Saylor and Emme.”
“We did,” we both answer at the same time, and she shakes her head.
“Fucking twins. You guys are so much alike. You know, I didn’t even get to truly enjoy being the youngest because the focus was always on the two of you. I think I should get something for my neglect.”
“Ha!” Noah exclaims. “No one neglected you. Besides, I gave you a ton of love.”
“I didn’t,” I answer, giving Rory the attention she deserves for once. “But when we finish touring, I’ll take you on a vacation.”
“Seriously?” Her mouth is agape, and her eyes are wide, but it’s short-lived.
“Hell no. Sawyer doesn’t get to take you across the world and corrupt you.”
“Pretty sure he can,” she retorts. “And it would be much appreciated. No girls though, Sawyer, you actually have to make an effort.”
“No girls other than you, Rory. I promise.”
“Eeeppp, I’m so excited. Where will we go?”
Shrugging, I reach for a gift to help wrap. “Wherever you want. Sky is the limit.”
“I’m going on record now that I think this is a bad idea. If I have to fly across the world and bail you two out of some foreign jail for acting a fool, you’re going to owe me big time,” Noah grumbles.
“But would you do it?” I counter, thoroughly enjoying his discomfort at the situation. Rory has always been his sister; it’s my turn to spend some time with her.
“In a heartbeat, but I’m going to rub it in your faces until my dying breath.”
Rory groans. “He’s just like Mom. Remember that time we missed the cruise because Dad didn’t get everything ready on time? Now every time we go somewhere, we have to hear that story weeks in advance to be sure it doesn’t happen again.”
“Well …” I’ve got Mom’s back on this one. “In her defense, we did have to take a bus from Long Beach to Tijuana and from there to Ensenada in the middle of the night because she wasn’t about to lose the money for that trip for all of us.”
“Oh God,” Noah pipes in. “Do you remember how hungry we were? There was no time to stop for food, and Dad and a couple of other people who missed the boat found street vendors at about two in the morning?”
“I don’t remember that,” Rory says. “About the food.”
I reach for some tape before replying. “Probably because Mom got you to sleep without eating. No one ate, Ror. That food was so spicy my mouth might still be burning.”
We’re all laughing. That was such a fun trip, even though it started off rough. “Sawyer’s right, it was super spicy, but skipping dinner Friday was probably a good thing since we ate so much food the rest of the weekend,” Noah recalls happily.
There’s a quick rap on the door before Mom pokes in her head. I swear this woman knows when people are talking about her.
“What are the three of you laughing about? I can hear you all the way in the kitchen!” She’s sipping on a glass of homemade eggnog without a care in the world. I love seeing her so happy, and I know it’s because when we’re all home; she can stop worrying about us for a little while.
“We were just reminiscing about the cruise we all took that year,” Rory tells her, and Mom’s face puckers with the memory.
“You know, that would have been a much more relaxing trip if your Dad had listened to me.”
The three of us burst into laughter again. Without fail, she jumped right on it. This is the one thing I think this woman will somehow taunt him with from her grave.
“Why are you laughing?”
I stand up and give her a hug and a kiss on her head. “We love you, Mom. Our lives have never been boring. I’m going to get some eggnog, anyone else want some?”
Noah and Rory decline, but Mom passes me her glass to refill as they fill her in on our talk. Days like these are why we’ve always made sure to block out the holidays and family occasions from touring. As special and honoring as it is to be invited to awards shows, or to do private events for exorbitant amounts of money, there is nothing better than spending time with the people you love and who love you back.
Later in the evening, J shows up with a girl. I’ll admit I’m floored, not only because he brought someone he barely knows to Christmas but because they look like something is going on between them.
J is pretty open about his sex life, and with Tyler back in the picture, I thought for sure the next six months of J’s life would be owned by him. It might also be throwing me a bit that the way he looks at her is different, more like how he looks at Tyler. He’s got feelings for her. I’d always just assumed J would end up with a dude. His male-to-female ratio is high, but if he’s happy, I’m happy for him.
Someone knocks on the door again. Hopefully, it’s the pizza because I’m starving, and so are the munchkins.
“I got it.” When I get to the door, I open it cash in hand and am met with a snicker.
“Paying me to go away already, Weston? Damn, I thought you at least liked me,” Eli says with a cocky smirk.
“Sorry, man, I thought you were the pizza. Come on in. Who are you here for?” I already know the answer, but I want to hear his reply anyway.
“If you could get Mel, I’d appreciate it. I’ll only keep her for a minute.”
“Mel! This one is on you!” I call out.
As soon as Mel is in his sight, Eli darts past me and scoops her into his arms before spinning her around. Noah walks past them to stand next to me with a furrowed brow and a frown. I elbow him and mouth “be nice.” He rolls his eyes like a kid, but at least he stops frowning.
“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.”
Mel looks like she’s about to fall from dizziness when Eli sets her back on the floor. Once she’s braced herself against the wall, she smiles.
“I take it you got your gift.”
He pulls her close and hugs her again. Holy shit, I think Eli is crying. What in the world did she get him? Whatever it was, Noah’s present better beat the pants off of it.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to upset you, Eli,” Mel says sweetly.
Eli pushes her out to arm’s length and shakes his head, seemingly at a loss for words. When he finally does speak, it’s with awe. “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 before Anna shushes him.
“All right, 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.”
Noah is beyond irritated, but when Eli turns his glance to Rory, I think he’s about to explode. I’m not sure what’s going on there, but I should warn Rory later Noah may be a problem for her if she hooks up with Watts.
As soon as Eli leaves, all eyes are on Mel. “It was nothing, you guys. I gave him a guitar.”
“Boy Band plays guitar?” Wyatt voices what the rest of us are wondering.
“He does, and he’s really good too. He learned from the best.”
That’s cool. I’d give up one of my nuts for a chance to jam with Joey Triton. For a chance to learn from him? I might give up both. My curiosity gets the best of me, and the next question is out of my mouth before I realize it. “What kind of guitar was it?”
“Does it matter?” she snaps as Noah and I lean back against the wall.
“Humor us,” Noah tells her.
“Fine. It was a 1934 Martin 000-45.”
Wyatt whistles, Noah looks hurt, and I’m mad. If she was going to give anyone that guitar, it should have been Noah. That is a great gift.
“Did you go home to get that?” Noah demands to know as Wyatt and I wonder aloud what home she’s talking about. As far as I know, she let her apartment go when she came on tour.
“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.”
She pauses, and I’m not sure if it’s to control her anger or keep herself from crying, maybe both. “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.”
She storms off to the kitchen, leaving the three of us gaping behind her.
“What home, Noah?” I ask quietly.
“She still owns her parents’ house.”
Oh shit. I didn’t even think about that.
“Wow, I bet that would be hard to get rid of,” Wyatt muses. “You should go make things right, Noah. She didn’t do anything wrong.”
“I agree with Wyatt. They’re longtime friends. You can’t be mad about their history. She got shot over yours.”
Noah looks up at me like he can’t believe I just went there, and then he laughs. “You’re so fucking spot on with that one.”
He goes into the kitchen to make nice with Mel, and I head back to the living room to continue getting wasted. Allie and Jordan keep touching each other subtly, and I almost wonder if she’s just the person he needs to knock Tyler out of his system once and for all.
By the time the pizza arrives, we’re all starving. Other than Rob, I think everyone is drunk. We’re all spread around the kitchen having a great time when Saylor asks a very Saylor question.
“Uncle Noah?”
“Yes, ladybug?”
“My mommy says you’re going to make lots of babies with Amelia. Will they be my cousins?”
The quiet in the room is instant, and for some reason, the thought of them having kids makes me sad. It’s not something I’m even going to dwell on, and when Rob falls into a fit of uncontrollable laughter, I shake it off. The problem is, Princess saw the look on my face. Even worse, her expression didn’t look much different than what I imagine mine looked like. I can’t help but wonder what that means for Noah’s dreams of becoming a dad.
The rest of the evening passed in the blink of an eye. We did all the typical family stuff for Christmas—ate, drank, played games, got the cookies and milk and reindeer food set out. It was a perfect night. That is, until everyone went to bed. I got up to get some water, and Noah and Mel were doing their best to act out their favorite porn or something. It was painful to hear, and I can’t bring myself to go past their room again to get to mine.
“What are you doing?” Belle asks, padding to the refrigerator.
“Getting some water so I don’t wake up with a hangover. What are you doing?”
She pulls out the box of pizza and grabs a piece. “You mean aside from listening to my best friend getting fucked? Getting fat because my baby is a glutton.”
That makes me laugh, and talking to Belle helps keep the sound down.
“Yeah, maybe we need to soundproof the house. They’re obnoxious.”
“What they are is in heat. Mel is drunk because she’s far too reserved to make noises like that with a full house if she were sober.”
I down my water and toss the bottle into the recycling bin before grabbing another.
“As long as they’re happy, right?”
She hops up on one of the barstools and reaches for another slice of pizza. That baby must really be hungry.
“How about you, Sawyer? Are you happy?”
“I’m not unhappy.”
She looks at me skeptically. “Want to say that again with some conviction behind it?”
“You know, you were just supposed to come to a few shows, write a couple of blogs, and disappear into the night. How did you end up working your way into a friendship spot where you can ask me private questions at one in the morning?”
Belle smiles and reaches her hand across the island for a high-five. “Cause I’m smooth like that.”
“That must be it. To answer your question, I’m happy for them. I’ve got a lot of stuff going on, and for the first time ever, I think I’m finally okay with this whole retirement thing. Letting that go once and for all has lifted a huge burden I didn’t realize I was carrying around.”
She spins on her stool, opens the fridge, grabs some water, and spins back around. “You’re not the only one. I think Darren is feeling the same way. It’s funny how life changes in an instant, isn’t it?”
“Yup. I think it will be a whole new start for everyone when we get on the bus in January. Speaking of, did Noah get you and your mom sorted for Mel’s signing?”
She flashes me a beaming smile. “Oh my God, yes! She’s going to be so surprised, and Mama is over the moon that her boss is letting her extend her vacation so she can be there for Mel’s big day.”
When Noah mentioned it to Warren, they put their heads together and figured out how to move our schedule around so we could all make an appearance and then take the rest of the night off to celebrate. Warren seems to have a loyalty to Mel. I know it’s because of his relationship with Joey. I’m hoping one day he’ll sit us all down and tell us about it. In any case, it worked in our favor because we’re all able to go to Princess’s signing.
“I’m glad she’s going to have you guys there for her. We’ll all be there, too, but it’s not the same thing. Even my mom offered to fly in, but Noah told her no. He’s trying to break her in slowly since Mel’s so skittish about family.”
Belle turns and puts the pizza box back in the fridge. “That was sweet of her, and I think Mel would have been fine, but it’s never a bad idea to space out visits with the in-laws.”
Belle crinkles her nose, and now it’s my turn to interrogate her. “Not loving your future in-laws?”
She fiddles with the top of her water. “Darren’s parents are cool …”
I chuckle as it dawns on me. “You met the grandparents.”
“Yeah, I sure did.”
“They’re … inappropriate.”
“You mean racist?” she counters, and I nod in agreement.
“What did they say to you?”
“Psht, nothing I can’t handle. Our illegitimate, bi-racial, beautiful baby has muddied up the pristine lineage of their family even further. They don’t seem to understand why the men in their family have a penchant for women with … darker skin than their own.”
I’m full-on laughing now, and she joins in. Her imitation of Grams is perfect. “Did you have a response for that?”
“Oh I had a few, but the one that actually came out of my mouth was tamer than most. I told them that somewhere in their pristine lineage, someone neglected to teach the men it could be considered the height of bad manners to have unprotected sex in the first place.”
“No way!”
“Sure did, and when their wrinkly old faces puckered worse than if I’d stuck my finger up their asses, I told them this black woman has no problem correcting those manners in future generations to come. And if they’re set on keeping future generations on the whiter side, maybe they should try investing in some moisturizer because, unlike them, black don’t crack.”
“You’re my fucking hero right now, Belle, for real.” We’re laughing so hard Darren even comes out of his room.
Darren looks between us. “She told you about Grams, huh?”
I’m wheezing from laughing so hard and can only reply with a nod.
“Yeah, I’m not sure she was too happy about that, but it was incredible to witness. I think Grams will think twice next time before she says anything.”
I’ve finally composed myself enough to talk. “Was your mom there?”
“Oh yeah,” he says, grabbing a piece of pizza.
Belle snuggles into Darren before continuing. “When we were leaving, she hugged me and told me she wished she had put that biddy in her place years ago.”
Darren wraps his free arm over Belle’s shoulder. “Mom loves Belle. Dad looked like he was about to shit himself, but he texted me on the way home and said he was proud of us for sticking up for ourselves.”
“That’s the best story I’ve heard in a long time. You’ll have to tell Noah, he’ll get a kick out of it. And speaking of, it sounds like things might have died down in there. I’m going to go to bed and try to get some sleep before the girls wake up at the crack of dawn.”
Belle yawns. “Ugh, good point. I guess this will be a trial run so we can see what we’re in for. Night, Sawyer.”
“Night, you two.”
 




New Beginnings
“I think that’s everything,” Noah says as he looks around the tent.
“We kicked ass today,” J agrees, nodding his approval.
“It’s perfect,” I concur as I take it all in. “Mel is going to love it.”
“You think?”
“I do,” I answer, giving him the validation he needs.
The three of us, the supply company, plus Mac and Ryan have spent the last couple of hours setting up for Noah’s romantic proposal.
I look him in the eye. “You have the ring?”
He pats his pocket. “Yup, I do.”
“Better get used to saying that,” J jokes.
Mac snorts. “He’s got a point. You only say it once, but that one answer lasts for life, brother.”
The thought of that makes me queasy, but not Noah. He flashes them an easy smile.
“I can’t wait. I’ve always known I’d be a lifer. You guys are all about the variety in life, I get it, at times I may have even envied it, but banging random chicks, or dicks, isn’t it for me.”
Mac and Jordan laugh at Noah’s version of inclusion, and he blushes. He should, too, that was pretty damn bad.
Ryan pats Noah’s shoulder. “I still can’t wrap my head around you marrying a girl you’ve only known for five months. I like Mel, so don’t take that as a slight, but it took me a solid year to decide if I liked tofu or not. I don’t, by the way … just to be clear.”
Mac cringes when Ryan says tofu. “Still can’t believe you got me to eat that nasty shit.”
I’ve got Ryan’s back on this one. “It just has to be made by someone who knows what they’re doing. One year, some chick made me a tofu pumpkin pie. It was so good.”
Noah waves his arms. “Don’t listen to Sawyer, that was not good. He was still under a post-sex high. There is no way he would have liked that pie otherwise.”
We’re getting way off topic here. “Not that I couldn’t sit here all day and shoot the shit, but at some point, your woman might get bored and go for a walk. I don’t think you want to waste all of our hard work because of a discussion on tofu preparation.”
“Sawyer has a point,” Jordan says. “We need to get to the bar anyway. I’ll meet you at the car?”
“Yeah,” I answer as he hugs Noah goodbye and wishes him luck.
“Ryan will be up at the house watching the cameras tonight. There is a crew of guards who will be down here, and Ryan will have eyes on them. I’ll be with Sawyer, but if you need us, you know what to do. Good luck tonight,” Mac says as he and Ryan wait outside.
I take one last look around and stand next to Noah. “You’re good? You don’t need anything else before I go?”
“I’m fine. Nervous, but I’ll be okay. I’m going to send her a text to let her know I’ll be home soon and to be ready. That way she’s less likely to take a walk before it’s time.”
He rubs his palms against his pants, and I can feel the nervousness radiating off of him. “She loves you, Noah. This is going to be a cakewalk. Fate brought you to her, right?”
Exhaling slowly, he agrees. “Yeah, fate brought us together. Thank you.”
“Anytime, you know that.”
Noah reaches for my arm. “No, Sawyer, thank you.”
My breath catches in my chest for a moment while the gravity of what he’s conveying sets in. I remind myself this was never about me; from the beginning, she chose him. I was only ever her afterthought.
“You’re welcome, Noah. I can’t wait to hear how it all goes.”

New Year’s Eve at Just an Illusion is a huge event. J and I are having a blast. The bar is at capacity, but I still managed to get Sasha away for a quick fuck. I’d forgotten how good it feels to have sex with someone who has no expectations other than fucking. Once we get back on the road, I’m going to stop arranging for girls to come up to my room and go back to my roots of getting it on backstage—quick and dirty. All the high and none of the hassle.
When my phone buzzes inside my pocket, I fumble to pull it out.
Noah: She said yes!
“Yes!” I scream, jumping up from my barstool before remembering I’m in public.
“What are you screaming about?” J leans toward me so I can hear, and I show him Noah’s message. “That’s awesome. I’m happy for him.”
“Me too. Ready to take bets on how fast Noah knocks her up?”
J pulls my drink back to his side of the bar. “Should I cut you off? Are you that drunk already?”
“They fuck like rabbits, J. They’re always going at it.”
As much as I’m glad Noah is getting some, it’s a bitch to keep my dick from getting hard when I hear her scream in pleasure. It’s why I’ve been staying away a lot since Christmas. I know she’s his, but when I hear her in the throes of passion, it’s hard to ignore. All I have to do is remember she’s with Noah to kill my hard-on. It’s an entirely different story when I think of her when I’m jacking off. Thankfully, that’s been a lot less frequent since Thanksgiving.
“I’m not betting shit, but if I were to throw out a guess, I’d say two years.”
When I turn to Mac, he’s ready for me. “Six months. You’re right, they fuck like rabbits.”
“You guys are good. I’m torn. Part of me thinks Noah will get his way and we’ll see a baby before a wedding. The other part of me thinks Mel will give him a wedding, but she’s going to make him wait for the kid for a long-ass time. But being the sexual being I am, I say she’ll be pregnant in four months.”
Shit, I never texted him back.
Congratulations! I knew she would. Happy for you, Noah.
I don’t hear back from him, but I didn’t expect to. I’m sure he’s otherwise occupied.

New Year’s morning, I woke up with a firm resolve to enjoy the next leg of the tour. I’ve been allowing all my self-made drama to interfere with what should be the best time of my life. From now on, no more pining over Mel and no more lashing out at Noah. I’m going back to living in the moment and giving zero fucks about anything that doesn’t concern me.
My resolve lasted a full day. By the time we boarded the plane for New York, I was back to being bitter and angry. Other than when we helped Noah set up for his proposal, I’d been at J’s house since Christmas. I figured they could use their alone time and I could avoid hearing them fuck like bunnies. Mel was at the doctor when I went home to pack today, so this is the first time I’m seeing her wear her engagement ring. I hate myself for letting this get to me, but that doesn’t stop me from getting a good look at her.
Mel doesn’t look good today. She’s pale, and she’s rockin’ some serious bags under her eyes. It’s not that she’s just tired from their constant sexcapades the past few weeks, something is wrong. Noah seems completely oblivious to it, and it irritates the shit out of me. Especially since I can’t ask because it’s not my place.
As the plane takes off, I make another shitty comment to her and immediately feel like an asshole. After trying and failing to block out their birth control talk, I decide to do what we normally do when we fly—work on some music. Mel sleeps while we jam, and my mood steadily improves, which is a good thing because all hell has broken loose by the time we land.
Belle quickly fills us in that Mel and Noah’s cat is out of the bag. The paps got a picture of her ring at the airport. It doesn’t surprise me they should have gotten ahead of this from the get go. The fangirls are going to be out for blood and it’s going to affect us all.
While they work with Belle on damage control, I text Mac and Ryan an update. My anxiety climbs on the ride to the hotel, after Sara this is the last thing we need. Mac pulls the car up to the hotel and I’m floored by the amount of fans outside.
Knowing it can only go downhill from here, it doesn’t surprise me when I see someone flash a sign that says “Noah is Mine”. Dammit.
Leaning forward, I tap Mac on the shoulder. “Guys, that’s a pretty big crowd. Is hotel security on standby, Mac?”
“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.” Sounding just as irritated as I am, Noah voices my exact concerns.
Mac turns his head to get a perspective on the crowd 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.”
Noah and I look at each other and nod in an unspoken agreement. Our concern right now is getting Mel inside—unharmed.
“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.”
She scowls at the two of us. “You guys do know I’ve been through this before, right? Believe it or not, I can hold my own.”
Her snarky tone sets me off. “All right, then, show us what a badass you are.”
“Don’t be a dick, Sawyer. Let’s just get in and get settled,” Noah says firmly as the car pulls to a stop.
The flashes from the cameras are practically all I can see. The insulation of the SUV is nothing against the screaming fans and the questions the paparazzi are already calling out. For years we’ve reveled in this chaos, sometimes it’s annoying, but mostly we love our fans, even the excessive ones. Tonight, it’s kind of scary. After what Sara did, we all know anything is possible.
Their piercing screams are deafening as Mac opens the door. I catch sight of Ryan ushering Darren and Wyatt through the crowd up ahead and hop out of the car. I reach in for Princess’s hand, and Noah jumps out right behind her holding onto her other one.
Noah and I call out to the fans and wave with our free hands as we keep Mel between us. I hear a few slurs about Mel, but I hope she doesn’t. I’d hate for someone’s misplaced jealousy to hurt her. Suddenly, a girl breaks free of the perimeter and jumps on Noah’s back. Fuck!
“Whoa!” Noah yells as she latches on, and I tighten my grip on Mel. Mac is trying to free Noah, but even more girls are running over now that he’s distracted. One girl grabs my arm as Mel yanks hers away from me. Why would she do that?
The girl accosting her has a feral look in her eyes. This bitch is literally trying to rip Mel’s engagement ring off of her finger. If Belle were here, she’d lose her shit, but it’s not like I can punch a girl. Besides, I’ve got three girls pulling at me now and am in my own mess. Mac needs to let Noah fight his own battle and get to Mel.
I’m trying to scream over the noise to get Mac’s attention, and if this stupid girl asks me for a selfie one more time, I’m going to lose it on her.
All of a sudden, I see Mel pull her arm back.
“Princess wait!”
She can’t hear me, and it wouldn’t matter anyway because she’s already landed a fierce punch straight to the girl’s face. She falls to the ground with blood gushing from her nose as Mel savagely takes her ring back from her.
That’s my fucking Princess right there.
Mac and Noah are finally free. Mac grabs Mel and runs with her like a football toward the lobby while Noah helps me shake off these stupid girls.
Inside, the lobby has been fully cleared. Funny, they can make everyone leave when there’s a potential for bad press but not long enough to check us in.
Unfortunately, the police are following us, and as Mel shakes out her hand I know they’re about to give her hell.
“Baby, are you okay?” Noah pulls her into his arms to comfort her.
“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.” I’m smiling like a fool, but Princess is badass. While she turns her attention to the police, I ask the concierge for an ice pack.
“Ma’am, the woman you assaulted is screaming she wants to press charges. We’re going to need a statement.”
Doesn’t this cop know who we are? I’d offer him concert tickets to walk away, but the last time I tried that I almost got arrested for attempting to bribe an officer.
“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.”
He pulls out a notebook. “I’m sorry to have to ask this, but what is the estimated value of the ring?” That’s a bold-ass question if I’ve ever heard one.
Noah’s pissed. “Is that necessary?”
“Yes, sir, if there’s video of her stealing the ring, it’s a crime.”
Princess puts her arm on his shoulder. “It’s fine, Noah, let it go. You don’t have to tell him if you don’t want to.”
Hell no he doesn’t. Noah is private as fuck, but he’s also generous. There is no way he wants Mel to know what he spent on the ring. I’m not sure how much it cost, but I’m sure it was more than most people make in a year.
“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 gives the cop Tony’s card, and Mel doesn’t look at all happy. This isn’t going to go over well for Noah when they get back to their room tonight.
The officer looks up from his notepad. “Well, in the state of New York that’s considered grand larceny. Do you want to press charges?”
Mel vehemently shakes her 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 begins cautiously.
The look she flashes him screams “warning,” and her tone confirms she’s had enough. “No, that’s my deal. I don’t want anyone going to jail.”
The concierge brings the ice pack I asked for, and I take it to Mel. Her hand is swollen and looks painful. Hopefully, she didn’t break anything.
Wyatt sits with her on the couch while Noah and I deal with the cops. It’s agreed upon that this will probably disappear since no one is going to press charges, but they will keep Tony’s card on file as a contact just in case.
Once they leave, Noah’s expression is grim.
“Cheer up, this is good news.”
With one of the saddest expressions I’ve ever seen him wear, he sighs. “I never wanted her to know what I paid for that ring. She’s going to make me take it back.”
“She’ll be okay, give her some time.”
“I’m not sure about that. For someone who has a lot of money, she’s extremely cautious.”
I glance over, and she’s still engrossed in her conversation with Wyatt. “She hasn’t had money, Noah, her parents did. Mel’s been working a shitty office job all while trying to make her dreams come true. She has a stigma about their money, not yours.
“Maybe …”
“No maybe about it. If she’s mad, remind her why she deserves it. Then tell her the story you told me. It was the only thing in the whole store that had her name on it. But romance it up and make it lovey, you’re good at that.”
“Good idea,” he says, looking a little less sad. “Thanks, Sawyer.”
“Of course.”
Mac and Ryan motion for us all to get in the elevator they have waiting. I’m completely ready to get some food and crash for the night. The simple, fresh start to the New Year I was hoping for is already more complicated than I could have ever imagined. The worst part about the whole thing is that after today, I’m reminded once again, my feelings for Princess are as strong as ever. And so is her love for my brother.
 



Present Day – Sawyer
Four Years After The Tour
“Sawyer,” Mel says, looking up at me from her computer with a stack of my journals spread around her.
“Yes, Princess?” Her smile still does things to me after all these years.
“I love you …”
I lean over and kiss her before she can complete that sentence. “I love you too.”
“But—”
“Ah, ah, ah,” I say, placing my fingers against her lips. “No buts. There are never any buts when it comes to our love. You love me … period.”
Princess nibbles on her bottom lip and laces our fingers together. “Always, it goes without saying. In this case, the but isn’t a bad thing. Unless you’re writing a book. One book, a very specific book.”
“What are you getting at, Mel?”
Her hazel eyes glimmer mischievously. “Darling husband of mine, you are loquacious as fuck. This isn’t going to be one book, Sawyer. It was never going to be one book, no matter how much you thought you could cram everything in.”
“Why not? Seems pretty straightforward to me. It’s my story this time. Is there a law that says a book can’t be long?”
I love the look she gets when she’s thinking. I wanted to put my thoughts and words into book form; she’s the one who insisted it has to be an actual book. She places her computer on the floor, followed by all the notebooks, and tucks herself into my arm, right where she belongs.
“Not a law per se, but there are binding issues once you reach a certain word count and we’re just about there. This is your story, not for public consumption, but I still want it next to mine on our shelves.”
“Why is this so important to you?”
She flashes my favorite smile, the one that tells me even after all these years I still make her happy. “Because the sum of my story and your story equals our story. And it’s always been our story, Sawyer.”
The love in her eyes melts my heart, but her words soothe my soul in that place it aches every great once in a while. “Okay, Princess, but it’s not going to be three. I love you, and that will never change, but I’m also not the only loquacious one in this marriage.”
She laughs, and I feel one of the babies kick against me when she does. I immediately drop my hand to her belly. The look of adoration she gives me when I do melts my heart and hardens my cock at the same damn time.
Her fingers circle mine as she looks up at me. “I know, baby, and I promise I’ll get the rest into one book so we’ll have a trilogy and a duet that span the course of the tour and after.”
“Maybe someday Nate will write a solo story about his life.” My words surprise me. Nate seems like a born entertainer, but he could take after Mel and become a writer. Or maybe he could do both.
She sighs. “If he does, I hope he has a wonderful story to tell.”
Me too. “He will, Princess. With you and Noah as his parents, his life will be great.”
“Hey … stop that. I know converting your journal to book form has been difficult for both of us, but you’re Nate’s dad, too, Sawyer. Any greatness he has will be a reflection of us all.”
The sincerity in her words astounds me. There are still moments when I feel unworthy of their love and of being the one who gets to raise Nate in Noah’s absence. But at times like these, when I’m overwhelmed by her love and support, I know I’m the luckiest man alive.
“How are you doing right now? I know it’s been hard for you to do this again. You didn’t have to, you know.”
“I wanted to do this for you, with you, because it’s important to you. And I’m okay. It was hard at first, and I’m sure I’ll still have my moments, especially on round two, but it’s …”
“It’s what, Princess?” I whisper, before taking her lips with mine. Our tongues meet eagerly as we lose ourselves in each other for the briefest of moments.
She sucks in a breath since she’s a bit oxygen deprived lately with the two little ones crowding her diaphragm. “It’s pretty amazing, actually. I gazed over your journals before when you were cleaning them up, and when you showed me things here and there, but reading them fully … it’s enlightening.”
“Enlightening, huh?”
“Don’t tease me. I’m learning so many things I didn’t know about you and how much you went through. About Noah and how hard things were between the two of you at times, but part of me is envious.”
“Of what?”
She rubs her belly and looks up at me. “It doesn’t matter how hard things got, the two of you talked about it. Maybe not right away, or all at once, but you both knew you’d still be there no matter what you said to each other. I hope these babies of ours have the kind of bond you and Noah did. It’s so special, Sawyer. I’ve never seen anything like it.”
I pull her into my lap so she’s sitting between my legs. This way I can rub her belly and shoulders, but she can’t see my face. I’m emotional about it all right now. “I’ve got a lot of regrets, Mel. Our bond was special, but I wasn’t a very good brother toward the end.”
“Baby, that’s just not true.”
“Come on, Mel, you can’t read those pages and tell me my actions were those of a loving brother.”
She locks her hands on top of mine and leans all the way into me. “You know what I see on those pages? Two brothers who loved each other so much they were willing to sacrifice love. As much as you were hurting, you still helped Noah, made sacrifices for him, never told him to back off. And Noah, he may not have said so in as many words to us, but he told Anna he would have been happy for us if I chose you. We lost him way too soon, and Noah will always and forever be a part of me, just like he’s a part of you. But we survived, Sawyer. We fought through the darkness and made it into the light together. It wasn’t easy, and at times it can still be hard, but the two of us are in this together. Forever.”
With a kiss to the top of her head, I inhale the scent of her shampoo while gathering my thoughts. There isn’t much else to say. “I’d be lost without you.”
She tilts her head back and captures my lips with hers. “And I without you. Now, let me tell you what I looove about your book.”
I laugh at the way she drags out the word love. “Tell away.”
“You and Belle. I know you mentioned you guys were friends, but I always took it with a grain of salt. I never really realized you guys were friends. Belle, that sneaky bitch, God rest her soul, never let me in on that secret! But I love it. Oh God, Sawyer, do I love it more than anything right now. My best friend, my sister, she knew you, and she loved you. And not only that, she gave you her blessing. You have no idea how much knowing that means to me.”
“You needed Belle’s blessing?”
“No, silly, of course not, but knowing she gave it anyway … I can’t even explain the feeling that came over me. Nate isn’t going to be the only one learning from your side of the story. Cadence is going to get to see a whole other side of her mom through your eyes. I love it, Sawyer, I really do, and I can’t wait to pick up tomorrow right where I left off and finish it.”
She seems happy, but I think she’s got a bit of pregnancy brain going on. “You do realize you’re about to get into the sad stuff? And you’re pregnant, maybe we should wait until after the babies come to pick up.”
“Ha! You’re so cute. Do you think I’m going to have time to write anytime soon? We’re going to have four kids, five including Cady. I may not have given birth to her, but that girl is just as much mine as Nate is yours.”
Not too long after our wedding, Darren finally had the mom talk with Mel. Man, I was not prepared for the amount of tears that conversation brought on. In the end, he asked Mel to be a mother figure to Cady, which was already a given but his words just about broke Mel apart.
“Princess, can we move on to the entertainment portion of the evening now?”
All the kids are asleep, and our time could be much better spent having sex.
“What did you have in mind?”
I pull her earlobe between my teeth and bite. “I want to do dirty things to you.”
“My pregnant body isn’t gross to you yet?”
“Are you fucking kidding me? Your body, pregnant or not, should be worshipped by me at all times.”
She sighs softly as I work my lips down her neck. “I thought you wanted to do dirty things to me.”
My cock pokes her from behind, and she moans as she presses against it. “Oh, I do, but I can worship your body like a temple and desecrate it all at the same time.”
“Promise?” she pants as she writhes against me.
“Absofuckinglutely.”
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The Evolution of Us
 
one
Holly

I woke up with one thing—or rather, person—on my mind. Declan. Two years after our breakup, he’s the last person I should be thinking about. No one frustrates me more or gets under my skin as much as he does, but Declan threw down an invisible gauntlet last night and my mind hasn’t stopped spinning since. 
Deciding some exercise is exactly what I need, I throw on a cute pair of flip flops that match my sundress and take a final, approving glace in the mirror. With my sunglasses on and my purse in hand, I’ve decided to walk to the store. Hopefully, the walk will help clear my head and provide a much-needed clarity after my ex’s public declaration of love and devotion to me late last night. 
An hour later, I realize walking to the store was the first in a succession of three rapid-fire mistakes. Juggling three bags of groceries in front of my face while entering the elevator would be my second. Not lowering them to make sure the coast was clear before the elevator doors closed behind me was my third. An unfortunate trifecta, to say the least. 
“Hey, Holly.” The smoothness of his voice drizzles over my body like hot, melted butter. 
“Declan,” I reply coolly as the elevator ascends. I’d prefer to call him an asshole, but I do my best not to engage.
Then, as if Satan himself is laughing at me for being stupid enough to get in an elevator with my ex, everything begins to shake, rattle, and sway. 
“Fuck!” I scream, scrambling to put my groceries down and take hold of the safety rail. The lights flicker on and off as the elevator comes to a sudden halt. Soon, we’re in total darkness as we continue to shake. Declan knows better than anyone how terrified I am of earthquakes and is by my side instantly. His hand covers mine, and for once I don’t push him away. If I’m going to die, being touched by Declan James is not a bad way to go. 
The shaking only lasts about a minute, and the backup lights have already come on. I reach over to push the emergency button and rattle off our building information to the dispatcher. I’m not sitting in this elevator with him any longer than I have to, but I’m told it could be up to an hour-long wait. 
“Relax, Holls, it’s just another day in Cali.” 
I try not to look at him because those cerulean eyes and jet-black hair of his make me weak in the knees and wet in places Declan shouldn’t affect me anymore. “Look,” he says, weakening my resolve not to look at him, “they’re saying it’s only a 4.6. That’s nothing. We’ll be out of here in no time.” 
Taking the phone he’s holding out to me, I’m looking at the webpage he’s got up when it rings and a photo of a beautiful blonde pops up on his screen. No matter how long it’s been since we’ve been apart, seeing other women with him always stings. 
“Take your booty call hotline back,” I grumble as I shove his phone at him. With a casual shrug, he dismisses the call. 
“That was just work.” 
“You don’t owe me any explanations, Dec.” 
“What if I want to?” 
Gripping the rail of the elevator car, I take a deep breath. Losing my shit on him is not going to be productive. “You lost that right two years ago.” 
He loosens his tie, something he does when he’s stressed. It’s a sexy fucking move and always turns me on, and he knows it. “We both needed a break.” 
“Says the man who’s slept his way through half the state.” 
“That’s not true and it’s not fair.” 
“Sorry, maybe I should say half the co-eds in the state. Would that make it more accurate?” My anger is growing by the second. I hate how much I continue to let him get under my skin. 
“You’ve had your fair share of one-night stands, Holls.” 
“Says who?” I snap back. 
With wide eyes, he inches closer. “Says all those guys going into your apartment.” 
“For someone who knew me so well, you don’t seem to know me at all. I may invite someone in, but that doesn’t mean I spread my legs and offer them an all-night pussy buffet. I have standards, Dec. Maybe you should get some of your own.” 
He laughs and flashes me a brilliant smile. His dark-framed glasses give him this whole sexy geek vibe, making him even hotter. God, I hate him … almost as much as I used to love him. “You said pussy. You must be really pissed at me right now, you hate that word.” He continues laughing, and it annoys the hell out of me. 
If we’re going to be here a while, I might as well get comfortable. Kneeling down, I dig through my groceries and pull out two bottles of water. I’d rather keep them to myself and let him suffer, but I don’t want to give him a reason to talk to me more than necessary. Then I find the chocolate chip cookies and open them up. These he doesn’t get. 
“Water?” I ask as he sits down next to me. 
“Sure, thanks.” 
He waits for me to offer him a cookie and shakes his head when I don’t. “I’m good enough for water but not for cookies?” 
“You said it, not me.” 
“Come on, Holly, you know they’re my favorite.” 
“Are they? I thought blondes with big boobs were your favorite?” 
Bitter much? Yeah, I am. After we broke up, Declan seemed to develop a type—a very specific one: big-busted blondes with long legs and teeth too white to be natural. Considering I’ve got dark-auburn hair and green eyes, I’m not sure what he was even doing with me in the first place. I used to consider myself pretty until the one man I thought loved me more than anything started dating the complete opposite of me. I know I’m self-deprecating, and no man should tear down my self-confidence, but Dec isn’t just any man. Once upon a time, he was my world. 
He bumps my shoulder with his, and his eyes reflect a rare sincerity that catches my attention. “You’ve always been my favorite, Holly. Chocolate chip cookies are a close second, and shapely blondes, while nice, are nothing in comparison.” 
Groaning, I hand him the bag of cookies; he can have them all if it will shut him up. After he takes a bite, he moans appreciatively, reminding me of the sound he used to make when he was turned on. I wonder if he still sounds that way … Dammit! I hate him for making me think of those times while I’m stuck with him and have no escape. 
“Holly, for real … are you ever going to forgive me? I miss you.” 
As his words trail off, the regular lights kick back on and the sound of the elevator coming to life is music to my ears. The voices of the LAFD come through the intercom letting everyone know the building and elevators have been cleared. We both stand, and before I have a chance to grab my groceries, Declan scoops all three bags up and holds on to them. 
“Why do you always have to try to be such a gentleman? I already know your true colors, Dec, you don’t need to impress me.”
The doors to the elevator slide open, and he follows me down the hall to my apartment. When I open the door, he takes the bags to the kitchen and hops up on my counter. He’s so annoying. 
“When are you going to stop acting like you don’t care about me anymore? I made a mistake, I fucked up and misread a situation, but I still think it was for the best. I’ve grown, Holly, and so have you. I’m not trying to impress you, I’m being the same Declan I’ve always been.” 
He jumps down and heads to the door. “I’m not giving up, Holls, and the sooner you realize that the better.” 
When he closes the door behind him, I release a frustrated scream. Declan James is going to be the death of me. 

 “Go across the hall and ask Declan for some batteries,” Sage, my best friend, says as she laughs hysterically. 
“Don’t be a bitch, Sage. I’m not in the mood. Besides, it’s his fault I’m horny in the first place.” 
“Come on, Holly, you know Declan would give you a mercy fuck if he knew your vibrator was out of juice.” She’s still laughing. 
“So now I need a mercy fuck?” I screech into the phone. 
“Stop it. You know I didn’t mean it like that. You and Declan may be over but your sexual chemistry is still hotter than ever. Both of you should stop being stubborn and at least agree to be friends with benefits.” 
The doorbell rings, and the thumping of packages hitting the ground echoes through the hall. My delivery guy sucks—he could at least wait for me to open the door. When I do, I glance quickly into the hall to be sure no one is around and bend down and pick up the boxes. 
“Damn, I miss that ass.” 
Declan. Who did I piss off to deserve the karmic retribution of seeing him twice in the same day? 
“See!” Sage screeches into my ears. “Now, tell him your vibrator is out of juice and you need a fix.” 
While Sage is screaming, Declan is trying to take my packages from me, his smirk more than proving he heard Sage through the Bluetooth in my ear. 
“I’m going to have to call you back,” I say, effectively hanging up on her. 
Declan is tugging on the boxes, so I let him carry them inside. The sooner he gets his way, the sooner he’ll go home to his revolving door of tramps. 
Declan James is my kryptonite. He’s the asshole who used to be my best friend until he broke my heart. He’s also relentless. After the lease was up on our old place, he tracked me to my new building and discovered the terms of my lease. Don’t ask me how; he probably fucked the leasing agent, too. The next thing I knew, he was my new across-the-hall neighbor. Asshole.

“Where do you want them?” he asks, flashing me his dimpled smile. 
Bastard.

“On the table would be great.” 
After he sets them down, he takes a seat and looks up at me with his sex gaze. It only fuels my already super-charged hormones. This is going to be a long freaking day. 
“You know, Holly, I’m much better equipped for your needs than a vibrator. Want me to help you out of your bind?” 
“Not even if you were the last man on earth and my vagina would atrophy without you.” 
His laugh makes me tingle all over. The laugh I fell in love with at fifteen, the one that used to make me smile. Until he broke up with me to be a manwhore. Now that laugh reminds me of all the reasons Declan James needs to stay out of my life. 
“I did it for us, Holly. I know you’ll never believe it, but I swear we needed time apart so we could be better together.” 
With a roll of my eyes, I pour myself a cup of tea. “Keep telling yourself that, Declan. In the meantime, get out of my apartment, okay?” 
He steps behind me and pins me between him and the counter. Dropping his mouth to my ear, his husky voice washes over me like a million rays of sunshine. “I still love you, and I always will.” 
My hands tremble against the counter, but I won’t let him suck me in. I’ve tried so hard to get over him. “You can love me from afar, Declan. Don’t let the door hit you on your way out.” 
He caresses my arm as he backs away slowly. I hear the door open, followed by his words, “I’ll follow you to the ends of the earth if that’s what it takes.” 
“Yeah, and what about all the other women? You’ve got a rotating succession of them at the snap of your fingers.” 
“You’re the one who owns my heart. All you have to do is tell me to stop, Holly, and I will.” 
I flip around to face him, nailing him with a steely gaze. “Are you saying you won’t have sex with anyone else if I tell you not to?” 
“If there’s a chance for us to be together again, I won’t.” 
“Prove it.” I’m pissed, finally letting my anger lead the discussion. 
“Sure. Define sex and name the terms,” he says, shrugging casually with his hands in his pockets. 
“Fondling, penetration, stroking, oral, and anal. Also, no dating, kissing, or flirting. Other women in general are completely off limits.”
Declan needs women and sex like he needs air; I can’t see him agreeing to my demands. 
“Porn?” he replies with a smirk. 
“No live webcam porn where you can interact with the people on camera.” 
His mouth drops. “Do you think I do that?” 
“Wouldn’t put it past you.” 
“Do you do that?” he asks with a slow, decadent smile. 
“Ew, Declan, don’t be so nasty.” 
Laughing, his eyes light up. I hate the way he makes me feel inside when he does that. “You’re the one who brought it up, Holly. But okay, I’ll play. What do I get in return?” 
This is where it gets tricky. Once I let him back into my life, I’ll never want to let him go. Even worse, I’m not even sure I want him back in the first place. “What would you want in return? Not saying I’ll give it to you, but hypothetically speaking.” 
“You in my bed, every night for the rest of my life.” 
“Not happening,” I retort, but he’s not fazed in the slightest. 
“Didn’t think it would, but I had to aim high, right? How about your friendship, and at least one date a week, plus sex with each other when you need it?” 
“When I need it?” I ask with a raised brow. 
Leaning against the doorjamb, he crosses his feet in front of him. “If I asked for sex when I need it, we’ll never leave the apartment.” 
His words make me blush. 
“How long do we play this game?” 
Stalking toward me like a man on a mission, Declan grabs my hand, placing it over his heart. “As long as it takes for you to realize you’re the only one who has ever owned my heart and you’re the only one who ever will.” 
The frantic beating of his heart under my palm makes me want to fall in love with him all over again. The truth is, I miss him. I’ve never missed anyone the way I miss him and he only lives ten feet away. 
“Holly, the two of us are meant to be. What will it hurt to try again?” 
“You … I …” Releasing a frustrated sigh, I pull my hand away from his chest. I can’t think with Declan touching me. “If we try this and it doesn’t work out, you need to move. Those are my terms. When it ends …” 
“It won’t,” he emphasizes.
“When it does—” 
“If it does,” he corrects, moving further into my personal space.
“You’ll move and leave me alone. Losing you once nearly killed me, Dec, losing you twice would …” 
“Holly,” he says, his lips hovering a breath above mine, “I’m not stupid enough to lose you twice in a lifetime.” His lips cover mine in a soft, quick kiss. When he pulls back, he smiles bigger than I’ve seen in ages and walks away. 
“Tomorrow night, seven p.m., my place, for dinner, friendship, and our first grownup date,” he says before closing the door behind him. 
I’m still standing in the middle of my living room, stunned, when there’s a knock at the door a few minutes later. Through the peephole I see Declan standing there holding another box. When I swing open the door, he passes the box to me. “We didn’t discuss my rules. You can’t date, either. The rules you set for me apply to you as well. Self-satisfaction is important, you should find something in here that will fit your vibrator. Unless you’ve changed your mind. I’m happy to take care of your intimate needs, Holls.” 
Pulling a pack of AA batteries from his box, I hand it back. “I can take care of myself, Dec, I have been for a long time now. See you tomorrow.” 
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Chapter 1

3 years later
Las Vegas, also known as Sin City, is my current job location for the next few days. How could anyone not love a city whose entire motto is “what happens here, stays here”? I’m staying at the MGM Grand this time around. When I come with the guys they like to stay at the newest hotels, but I like the MGM. It’s not that old, and you just can’t beat a hotel where there’s a bartender who not only knows your name, but also remembers your drink order no matter how long it’s been since your last visit. 
I checked in late last night after work and crashed as soon as I got here. Today is Friday and I don’t have to be back at the site until tomorrow. I spent most of the day at the pool relaxing. Vegas in January is usually freezing, but today it was seventy-three, and that was nice enough for me to babe watch from a poolside cabana. I need a new distraction—someone who can keep my mind off Katherine.
It’s been almost four years, but lately I’ve been thinking about her daily. Hell, I have always thought about her daily, but now she haunts my mind every waking second of the day. I wish I were lucky enough to avoid her in my sleep, but it’s even worse then. My dreams are filled with visions of her laughing and of us making love; those dreams are the best because I can actually feel the emotion in them. Before the dream ends, it is always the same—the dream morphs into the day we broke up, the day I left her shattered in pieces, then all that happiness evaporates into a gut-searing pain. I wake up in a cold fucking sweat Every. Single. Night. Lately, the dreams are even more vivid, and they seem to last longer. I wonder how many times I can relive seeing the heartbreak in her eyes and feel the pain crushing my soul. 
It really doesn’t help that tomorrow is her birthday, but that’s why I volunteered to come out here this weekend—so I would be sure to stay far away from Los Angeles. I know, without a doubt, if I had stayed home I would’ve gone to Connor’s party and gotten drunk. Anytime an emotional anniversary comes up it seems like Connor is having a party that weekend. As much as I tell myself I won’t drink, I always do, to the point of oblivion. Well, up until six months ago, that is. That all changed after I fucked Vanessa right under Daniel’s nose. To be fair, I would’ve never been with her on a good day, sober or drunk. She’s a Grade-A bitch, and I still wonder if she didn’t slip something in my drink that night because even drunk, I have never not known who I was fucking. 
The best thing that came out of that night was Daniel finally breaking up with her. It killed us all to see how much she continually used him for his money. I get that she comes from trailer trash, drug-addict parents who are barely conscious of what day it is, but she didn’t have to be vindictive and act like life owes her something. I grew up privileged, but I left it all behind and built myself up from the bottom after Katherine and I broke up. Leaving was the hardest thing I’ve ever done in my life, but it was the best thing that could’ve happened to me and helped me grow into the man I was meant to be. 
I need this weekend to be all about pleasure, my pleasure. Hopefully, that will keep Katherine Moore out of my head once and for all. I’m looking forward to just losing myself in someone. If there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s pleasing women in bed, but in order to do that I need to find the right kind of girl. I don’t want a girl who’s going to want to latch on, or one who wants to exchange phone numbers. Hell, I’m perfectly fine with not even knowing her name because half the time I don’t remember it anyway. It always amazes me how gullible some women are. They’re so easily excited when you call them by an endearing name. They have no clue I call them sweetie, sweetheart, baby, honey, sunshine, precious, beautiful, or darling because I have forgotten their names. My goal tonight is to find a hot girl with a nice ass and a great rack who I can bend over and fuck the living daylights out of. Preferably, one I can tie to my bed so I can have complete control. It’s not like I have a fetish or anything, I just don’t like to be caressed and touched a lot. I don’t like or want intimacy with my sex, not since Katherine. I just want to take them hard and rough. Believe it or not, girls love it. It doesn’t hurt that I’m great at giving multiple orgasms, which is a skill I’ve developed over time. That’s another thing I regret about Katherine; I never tried to give her multiples. That’s something I would’ve loved to watch. Even after all this time I have never seen anyone come the way she did. It was exquisite. Just thinking about it now, years later, still makes me hard. Damn it. I need to get drunk fast so I can push her to the back of my mind; I’m so tired of thinking about her. 
When the elevator doors open, my mood lightens up. I love casinos. Even the overwhelming smell of smoke is okay because it’s all part of the atmosphere. Vegas is truly the place where no one gives a fuck what anyone does, how they dress, or how they act. If you aren’t walking around drunk, you’re not doing Vegas right. Already, there are girls eyeing me up—I know they think I’m hot and tonight I play it up to my advantage. It’s not like I’m even slightly conceited, but I’ve been asked many times if I’m a long lost Hemsworth brother and I know girls think they’re hot.
Tonight, I’m wearing a tight black t-shirt that grips all of my muscles, a comfortable pair of blue jeans, and my black Dr. Martens. The tattoos on my arms are visible and my hair is styled with just a little bit of gel in that way girls tell me is “just so hot.” Personally, I don’t really care how my hair looks. I’m more than happy to just buzz it off, but the one time I did, I seriously lacked in hookups for two months while it grew back. 
I take a seat at my favorite bar and throw some money in the video poker machine while waiting for the bartender to make his way down here. I love this place; by the time Dave comes down he’s already got my drink in his hand. “Hey, Mike. How’s it going, man? I got your gin and tonic, Bombay Sapphire with limes, of course.” 
I take the drink and shake his hand. “Thanks, Dave. It’s been a while. How’ve you been?” 
“I’ve been good, thanks. It’s great to see you again. By the way, I’m placing my bet now. Judging by your appearance tonight, I give it forty-five minutes before you’re on your way back up with a beautiful girl, so I’m going to keep your drinks coming. I know you like a good buzz before leaving the bar.”
I can’t help but chuckle. “Ah, the all-knowing bartender has placed his bets. You know I’d hate to disappoint you, so how about you pour me a double shot now so I can step up my game.” 
Dave gives me a knowing look and pours the shot. “Okay, man, you’re all set. You’re already getting an audience behind you. If I were you, I would hit the girl in red—she’s a regular and used to the no strings thing. You got condoms this time, or do you need me to hit the bar stash again?” 
Man, he really doesn’t forget a thing. “Nah, man, I’m good. I brought some this time. Last time, the airport lost my luggage and my condoms along with it; just another reason why I would rather drive.” 
“I hear you. Just nod at me if you need another. I gotta get back to the other end of the bar.” 
Sure enough, about fifteen minutes later, three girls walk up and sit next to me at the bar. One of them is stunning in a green, low-cut dress. Unfortunately, she looks a little like Katherine and is immediately not an option. There’s a cute girl in jeans, Chucks, and a nice button-down shirt. I would love to take her upstairs, but she’s shy, and shy girl equals needy girl. I don’t do needy girls; they’re too emotional and make me feel bad when I have to tell them I only want sex. I’m always honest, and it doesn’t always go over well, but I figure they should know the deal up front. The only exception to that was Misty and that’s a mistake that still weighs heavily on my mind. Another one to add to the “someday make amends” pile. That pile seems to be getting excessively large, but there’s no time to think about that right now. 
The girl in red is the first one to speak to me. She’s got a throaty, sexy voice, and she oozes sex appeal. She definitely isn’t the most attractive of the three, but she’s in no way ugly. Giving her the onceover, I can tell immediately she’s confident, probably well off—judging by the designer “come fuck me” shoes she has on—and she definitely looks up for a good time. This is exactly the kind of girl I can tie up. Her rack is okay, but her ass is to die for. Her strawberry-blonde hair is from a bottle for sure, and she has big, expressive, brown eyes. She’s just the kind of distraction I need tonight. 
“Hi, I’m Sara. Mind if I sit here next to you, or is your girlfriend in the restroom?” Smooth—getting the girlfriend question out of the way in the introduction. Yeah, this girl definitely gets around. 
“Sure, Sara, have a seat. There’s no girlfriend, just me. Can I buy you and your friends a drink?” The girls giggle, and I flag Dave over to take their orders. “Bill them all to my room, okay, Dave? Whatever these three lovely ladies want is on me tonight.” 
“Gotcha, Mike.” 
“So, Mike, are you visiting, or do you live around here?” 
I flash her a smile, showing off my dimples which tend to reel girls in. “I’m here for work but just for the weekend. I decided to come down to the bar and see what kind of trouble I can get myself into tonight.” 
Sara’s friends are blushing and giggling, but Sara’s eyes are locked on mine—she’s definitely interested. “Well, I’m sure I can get you into all kinds of trouble if you’re interested.” 
Nice. She doesn’t beat around the bush. Leaning in real close, I whisper to her, “I don’t play games, Sara. I’m not the kind of guy that will give you my number, and no matter how good you fuck me, that won’t change. What I will do is give you multiple orgasms and pay for your cab home if you want to come up to my room and let me fuck you senseless.” 
Her cheeks flush with my words. She immediately pounds her drink and turns to her friends, and tells them she’ll meet up with them later. The girls thank me for the drinks and head off to the slots. When Sara turns my way, her eyes are burning with desire. 
Dave comes back and brings me another double shot. “Damn, thirty minutes, where does the time go?” Sara shoots him an odd look, but I just laugh as he walks away. Guess I have fifteen minutes left on the clock. 
“Mike, I like that you’re honest, so I’ll be honest as well. Here are the ground rules: I don’t need your number, I don’t even need you to remember my name. In fact, I might call you someone else’s name and you’re just going to have to be okay with it because old habits die hard. I don’t do anal, I won’t swallow unless it’s a relationship, and I won’t fuck without condoms. Deal?” 
Hell yeah, that’s a deal and a huge turn on. I’ve never been with a girl who’s this up front. “Deal, let’s go.” I throw a fifty-dollar bill down for Dave and nod my head when he looks at me with admiration in his eyes as I walk off with Sara.
Walking to the elevators, I can feel the gin kicking in—definitely not drunk, but hella buzzed and feeling no pain. Sara is a class act, which is a welcome change. She isn’t groping me in the elevator, she’s not trying to hold my hand, and she isn’t trying to make out yet, all of which is fine with me. We exit the elevator and our fingers graze as we walk to my room at the end of the hall. After opening the door, I give her a few minutes to explore. 
“Nice room, Mike. Not every guy splurges on a spa suite.” 
Walking up to her from behind, I move her hair out of the way and kiss her neck. “Well, I like to have a nice room to bring the ladies back to. Sometimes they like to clean up after I get them dirty.” 
Her body relaxes into mine, and I know I’ve got her right where I want her, so why do I suddenly feel nauseous? I’m sure it will pass. I turn her around and kiss her. Immediately, she thrusts her tongue into my mouth—it isn’t the biggest turn on, but whatever … different strokes for different folks. I back away and slow the kiss. It’s while I’m trailing a path of kisses along her neck to her earlobe, I’m struck by an overwhelming scent. An all too familiar smell—one I’ve missed so much—and now the nausea is coming in waves and I can’t hold it back anymore. Racing to the bathroom, I throw up repeatedly. 
Sara is standing in the doorway. “Um, Sara, I’m really sorry but I think you better go.” 
Looking down at me, she seems pissed. I can’t say I blame her. “Yeah, I think that’s a great idea. You didn’t seem drunk, but I hope you are because I don’t need to get the flu. Have a nice night, Mike.” 
I hear the door close as I vomit again. Once I’m done emptying the contents of my stomach, I take my clothes off and lie down in bed. 
I’m not sick and I’m not drunk, not even close, but the smell of gardenias was too much. How did I not notice it until now? The one weekend I need to have Katherine completely out of my head and away from my heart and she comes slamming back into my life like a hurricane in the form of some damn perfume. What the fuck? It all comes rolling back to me, and I curl up like a little kid and cry, finally letting it all out again after almost four years. I can feel all the emotions—how much I loved her, how what happened between us broke my heart, and how much I kick myself in the ass daily for ever letting my mom’s doubts consume my mind. I should’ve cooled down and apologized to her. I know I shattered her heart and soul. I was so cruel to her with the ring—taunting her, teasing her. Instead of throwing it in her face, I should’ve dropped to my knees and begged her to marry me. I should’ve told her life was too short, especially in light of what happened. I should’ve done a lot of things and I didn’t. I’m such a fucking dumbass.
I deserve this pain. I deserve to ache for the one girl who ever loved me, the one I loved with all my heart and soul. I miss her so much. I just want her back. I want us back. I’ve spent three years in denial, three long years missing her and acting like a fool. I don’t know if it’s too late, but when I get home I’m going to make some serious changes. I’m going to finally call my mom back, but not until I talk to Katherine, not until I make this right. I have only ever wanted one girl. From the first day I met her in second grade I knew I would marry her someday. 
When I get home, I’ll talk to Daniel; he’ll help me figure this all out. If there’s anyone who won’t judge me it will be him. Daniel already knows how I am with women, he just doesn’t know the reason why. He doesn’t know I just use them to try and forget just for a little while. I don’t let them in—any of them—because my heart isn’t there, not anymore. I gave my heart away in second grade, and I’ve never gotten it back. It always has, and always will, be hers to keep. 
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