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      This one is for family—whatever that means to you. Whether it’s the one you’re born into or the one you build along the way, family is made up of the people who love us at our best, stand by us at our worst, and remind us that we’re never truly alone.

      And always, they’re the ones who help us find where we belong.
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      The last box slid shut with a satisfying snap. Keri Morgan yanked the tape dispenser across the seam, then smoothed it down with the palm of her hand and placed it next to the other boxes of unsold YOUR MOTHER’S WORST NIGHTMARE shirts, hoodies, CDs, vinyl, and anything else she sold for the band. It had been a decent night, sales-wise, but she hated that she had to bring anything home.

      The boxes were stacked neatly by the tables, while the display racks, now empty, stood as crooked reminders of the night’s rush, all just waiting for the roadies to come and take them. She swallowed down that damn lump in her throat that kept reappearing every time she thought about how much she’d miss connecting with their fans.

      Hard to believe it had been almost four months since they packed up the tour bus and left home in central Connecticut for Miami to do a show on New Year’s Eve. It wasn’t the first time she and the band spent the holidays on the road, but for her, it most likely would be the last.

      Since then, they’d been winding their way around different venues in the Sunshine State then onto several other southern states before traveling back up north to where they were now, somewhere in Pennsylvania.

      Early spring in the Northeast could be a mixed bag weather-wise, but so far they’d only gotten rain and a slushy mix of snow here and there.

      Keri straightened and scanned the other booths, each one representing a piece of the tour’s chaotic ecosystem. To her left, the merch manager for ICED COBRA, the opening band, had already packed up most of their stuff and shouted something over his shoulder about inventory numbers.

      YOUR MOTHER’S WORST NIGHTMARE co-headlined this show with BLACK PENNY. Their setup, to her right, was still pristine, as if no one had even bothered to shop there tonight. She didn’t know how they managed that level of organization. Their table looked like a perfectly curated boutique—shirts folded with military precision, price tags neatly aligned, and not a stray Sharpie in sight.

      It wasn’t that she didn’t try. She did. Every night, she started with the best intentions, lining everything up like a merchandising wizard with a vision. But somewhere between the rush of the crowd, the endless questions, and the random chaos of the job, the neatness always unraveled. She was great at a lot of things—keeping stock numbers in her head, hustling through sales, charming the occasional drunk customer—but staying perfectly polished wasn’t one of them.

      And after tonight, she supposed none of that mattered anyway. After years of being the band’s merchandise manager, she’d decided to call it quits. The thought was foreign and clung to her like an oversized band hoodie on her 5’3” frame—comfortable and warm, yet it didn’t fit right, because managing the merch and running the band's website was all she’d ever known. Even now, with the decision made, she couldn’t bring herself to tell anyone about it.

      Not Tristan, her brother and the band’s lead singer, and not Nate, the band’s keyboardist, Josh, their bassist, or Cory, their drummer. After years of late nights, early load-ins, and sleepless hours on the bus, she was ready to walk away from it all. Over the past six years, she’d seen first-hand the toll this lifestyle had on roadies, production managers, and other crew members. Burn-out was real. But it wasn’t only that.

      Somewhere along the way, Keri had become just another note in one of the band’s hit songs, important but never part of the melody that everyone remembered. She was always there, always making sure the next tour ran smoothly, the next concert merchandise was ready. Part of the operation, part of the band’s success—but never the one making decisions or carving her own path.

      Besides, when she first came on as merch manager at Nate’s insistence, it was because her brother had become a raging alcoholic. Nate and the other guys needed help babysitting him while they tried to run the business of the band. At first, she hadn’t minded. It was more than a job back then. Watching out for her very broken older brother had been deeply personal.

      But since Tristan got sober and had settled down after marriage and now a child, she felt less needed in that role. Now, the constant travel, the endless to-do lists, and the lives she helped shape for others all left her feeling like she was living in the shadows of everyone else’s dreams. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d done something that was hers, something that wasn’t just a footnote in someone else’s story.

      Somewhere deep down, she’d always had a passion for something more—something hers—whether it was a business venture, a creative project, or a role where she could stand on her own and have her own identity.

      She couldn’t keep pretending that being a part of the band was enough. The work was all-consuming, but it had never been hers to own. The more she looked around, the more she realized—if she didn’t take a chance on herself, she’d keep fading into the noise of YOUR MOTHER’S WORST NIGHTMARE’S world.

      She paused, letting the low buzz of the venue fill the space around her—distant footsteps, the faint clatter of someone dragging equipment across the floor, and the muffled drone of stagehands wrapping up their work. Familiar sounds she never thought she’d miss, until now.

      Her chest tightened as she leaned back against the table. The lump in her throat returned. She hated goodbyes and knew exactly why. It had everything to do with her older sister taking her own life. Trina, short for Katrina, and Tristan were twins. At the time, she was eleven and Tristan and Trina were fourteen. Even though it had been twelve years since it happened and the passage of time had made it bearable, Trina being gone still left a gaping hole in their lives.

      When she came on as merch manager six years ago, she and Nate took turns making sure Tristan didn’t get pass-out drunk. He finally got the help he needed and had been in recovery for the last four years. And while those first two years of his drinking had been rough for all of them, for the last four years, she'd been struggling to find her place.

      She’d made up her mind to leave the band a couple of weeks ago, but the thought had been on her mind for a while.

      She knew it was time to move on with her life, yet saying the words out loud, making it real, felt impossible. She had an idea how she’d tell the guys in the band but had a feeling it wouldn’t go great. Tristan would fight her on it. Nate would… well, he wouldn’t fight her, but he’d be upset. Hell, she was too, thinking about not being with him on tour.

      A shout of laughter broke through her thoughts, and she looked up to see Danny, one of their roadies, and Josh’s younger brother, chatting it up with the merch manager of ICED COBRA, who went over to their table and packed up the last of their gear while they swapped tour stories.

      Her boxes were packed, but the table still had some clutter, and that annoyed her. She grabbed a stray empty water bottle and shoved it into a trash bag, her fingers twitching with the need to keep moving. She scooped up the scraps of paper she’d scribbled down some numbers on, knowing if she hadn’t, she would have forgotten which shirts she needed to order more of. Plus, if she stopped now, she’d have to face the silence, and the questions swirling in her head.

      Was she doing the right thing by leaving? Was now a good time? And what in God’s name would she do next? The questions came fast and sharp, like they always did, but she pushed them aside and focused on the task in front of her. Tidy the tables. Readjust the ‘leaning tower’ of empty CD racks. Gather the tablecloths and put them in the rolling cart. Just finish up here and not worry about what she’d do next. She had the five-hour ride home and the rest of her life to figure it all out.

      Because right now, she had a date to keep.

      She waved over Danny, who probably waited for her to be done anyway.

      “All set?” he asked.

      “Yeah, I have to go, but can you make sure these last few boxes and this cart get on the truck?”

      “No problem. I’m sure I’ll see you around, once we get back to Connecticut.”

      “You know it,” she said, fist bumping him. It might be her last tour, but she thought, if they need her, she could go with them on the short summer tour to train the new merch manager. It was the least she could do. She watched Danny load up those boxes and the thought crossed her mind that the new merch manager might be standing right in front of her. She’d think more about that, once they got home. For now, she had other things on her mind.

      As she left the merch area, her boots scuffed against the cement floor, echoing faintly under the hum of fluorescent lights. Picking up her pace, she hurried backstage, taking the stairs leading to the lower level below the stage. Her heart raced as she rounded a corner, her eyes scanning the rows of dressing rooms. He said he’d be in the second one.

      The last night of every tour, they found each other. Maybe it was release, maybe it was comfort, or maybe it was just what two people did when they were alone in a world that demanded so much. Whatever it was, it was theirs.

      As she passed the first door, her stomach flipped, and then—before she could take another step—an arm shot out and grabbed her wrist.

      "What the⁠—!"

      Keri barely had time to gasp before she was hauled into the faintly lit room. The door shut behind her with a click, and her pulse jumped to her throat as she looked up, her breath catching when she saw him.

      “Nate.”

      He was close—closer than usual, his hand still wrapped loosely around her wrist. The soft lighting spilled over his face, catching the edges of his jaw and the messy strands of sandy blond hair falling across his forehead.

      “What took you so long?” He asked, his voice low, almost teasing.

      “I was working,” she said, though the words came out breathless. She tugged her wrist free, but she didn’t move away. She couldn’t, not when the light showed the intensity in his steely blue eyes that pinned her there.

      “I thought you said the second door,” she panted, her senses heightened when she breathed in his musky scent that made her ache for him before his mouth came down on hers in a sensuous kiss.

      “I did, but that room was taken,” he whispered, dragging his hot lips down her throat, planting soft kisses as he went. His hand skimmed down her arm, a light touch, barely there, and yet it lit her blood on fire.

      She closed her eyes. She had waited for this all night.

      On the previous tour, they did this more frequently, but Cory almost caught them twice, so they both decided it would be best to cut down their encounters to the last night of the tour.

      It would lessen the chances of anyone, especially Tristan, catching them together. She loved the guy, but his over protectiveness of her drove everyone crazy.

      Besides, the waiting amped up the sexual tension. With her bunk above his on the tour bus, his scent constantly surrounded her, making her throb for him.

      Being near Nate was like stepping into the eye of a storm—calm, steady, and safe, even when everything else around her felt chaotic. He had a way of grounding her with just a look, a quiet reassurance that she could breathe again, even after the longest, hardest days. She loved things about him, like how his laugh could shake off her stress, but she wasn’t in love with him.

      Not the kind of love that carried weight or longevity, anyway. She’d seen that kind of love up close—how her brothers looked at their wives, as if they were holding the world in their arms. Love like that felt unshakable, eternal, like it could stand through every storm.

      She wasn’t sure if she was ready for love like that. What she felt for Nate was tethered to these moments, this life they shared on the road. And yet, the thought of walking away from Nate, of losing this bond, left a hollow ache she couldn’t quite explain. It wasn’t love, but it was something she wasn’t sure she was ready to let go of.

      Tristan had made it clear to every guy on every tour that she was off-limits. What her brother didn't know was that she and Nate had been crossing that line for two years, finding comfort in each other after everything they'd survived together - Trina's loss, the raw emotional times, and the rewards of the band's success.

      She returned Nate’s kisses while fumbling with the button on his jeans. “These need to go,” she whispered.

      He continued his slow assault on her mouth and neck.

      “Now,” she panted, as she abandoned the button and tugged at the waist of his jeans. She lifted his tee shirt, and her hand grazed the soft hair on his lower abdomen.

      He sighed, stepped back, and lowered his jeans then his boxer briefs.

      Unable to control it, a small gasp escaped her lips at his full erection, now free of confinement. She had nothing to compare it to, but she loved the look of him. Stroking his length, his eyes locked onto hers, until they fluttered shut in ecstasy and his head fell back.

      Nothing else needed to be said. They’d done this dance before.

      He tugged off his pants the rest of the way and sat on the sofa. Once she stripped off her own jeans and underwear, she straddled him.

      Nate always tried to be gentle with her, to take his time. Like he was offering something sacred. And maybe he was. Maybe that’s what made it worse. He wanted connection. Real intimacy. Something meaningful.

      And she cared about him—God, she did—but that wasn’t what she could handle right now. This wasn’t about love. It was about shutting off her brain, escaping for a little while, and finding a release that didn’t ask her to explain herself.

      It wasn’t fair to him—she knew that. He deserved someone who didn’t see his kindness as something to lean on just to stay upright. But she kept reaching for it anyway. There was something about him that quieted the ache, that made the world feel a little less sharp around the edges. She didn’t know what that meant. Only that when he was near, the hollow places didn’t echo quite so loudly.

      He held her hips while she slid down over him, and they groaned together.

      She lifted her shirt over her head and undid her bra, tossing it on the floor. His hot mouth landed on her hard nipple, the heat sending tendrils of pleasure to her core. He still held her helping her to keep their familiar rhythm.

      “You feel incredible, Ker,” he said, his voice trembling and breathless.

      “Don’t stop,” she whispered.

      He pulled her nipple into his hot mouth again, while one of his hands wandered from her hip to her sex. When he stroked his thumb over her most sensitive spot, her world exploded.

      Throwing her head back, she cried out, arching her spine, and coming hard. She placed her hand over his so he wouldn’t stop touching her there. Over and over, she contracted against him.

      His breathing grew erratic, and a guttural growl tore from his lips. He moved his hand back to her hip to hold her still, shuddering and emptying himself into her. She watched as he closed his eyes, going to that unknown place, a private escape, unreachable and untouchable.

      For a fleeting moment, she envied him for it. He seemed so open, so completely free, while she was always holding something back, bound up in all the ways she didn’t know how to let go.

      Could Nate feel that distance, even in their most intimate moments? Did he notice the part of her that stayed quiet, even when her body said otherwise?

      She touched her forehead to his, both coming back to earth, while catching their breath.

      “I need a minute,” she panted.

      “Same,” he said, still breathless.

      “Definitely worth the wait,” she said, shifting to pull away.

      But Nate’s arms tightened around her waist, holding her there.

      “Don’t go yet,” he murmured.

      She froze, just for a second, then stayed. The afterglow was already fading into reality, but she’d do as he asked, because if she was being honest, it had ended too quickly.

      And being near him like this made her…

      Well.

      It made her feel.

      More than she thought she should. Not that she was ready to admit it. She’d spent so long convincing herself it was only about escape, but maybe, just maybe, there was something more hiding beneath the surface. Something she wasn’t quite ready to face yet.

      Slowly, she lifted herself from him, every movement weighed down by the pull of wanting more—and the fear of what that might mean.

      “I wish we didn’t have to wait at all,” Nate said, his voice soft and even. “I still think we should just come clean and tell people about us.”

      Keri buttoned her jeans. “We’ve talked about this, Nate. We both know how Tristan would react and right now, I don’t have the mental bandwidth to deal with that right now.”

      “I just don’t like sneaking around. Especially not when you act like what we have is some dirty little secret—when it’s more than that to me. Lately, you’re all I think about.”

      Her heart stuttered at the quiet desperation in his voice. For a moment, she thought he might say the one thing she’d been dreading—the thing she wasn’t ready to hear. That he loved her.

      He stopped short of saying it. And instead of relief, a knot tightened in her chest.

      There was too much at stake. If Nate confessed his feelings, it would shatter the fragile balance she’d worked so hard to maintain. It would risk the trust between her and Tristan—and ruin things between all three of them forever.

      Her extremely protective brother would never be okay with this. Nate had been his best friend since preschool. He’d see it as a betrayal.

      Her brother’s friendship with Nate, the secrecy of their connection, her own emotional walls—everything hung in the balance.

      And she didn’t know what would break first.

      Only that once it did, nothing would ever be the same again.
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        * * *

      

      Nate watched her carefully, noting the tightness in her jaw and the way her black liner swooped up at the corners of her beautiful green eyes as they flitted away from his. He could see it—the panic, the walls going up around her. He opened his mouth to press further, to ask her to stay so he could explain what he meant, but before he could, she brushed past him and headed to the door.

      “I’m just…  I’m not ready for that, Nate,” she said softly, her voice shaky, but the words were firm. “Anyway, we should get going. You want to go out first?”

      Her words stung, but it wasn’t the rejection that hit him the hardest—it was the way she ran from it all. He wanted to stop her, to ask her to stay and talk, but she was already moving away, her eyes focused anywhere but on him.

      His stomach tensed as he watched her go, the space between them growing even wider than before. He had hoped she might meet him halfway, but it was clear she wasn’t ready to take that step.

      But even with all of that, he loved everything about her. Her eyes, her long sandy brown hair with bangs parted on the side that framed her face. Her body and the way it perfectly fit in his arms.

      “Are you going back to our bus?” she asked.

      The fact that she swiftly changed the subject was not lost on him, but he wouldn’t harp on it. He went along with her. “I’m going to Tristan’s bus first because Josh mentioned bringing someone back to our bus.”

      Keri twisted her mouth into a frown. “The number one rule is no one brings anyone back to the bus.”

      “You’re right, but I’m sure he figures it’s the last night, so we won’t say anything.”

      Keri hesitated at the door, her hand on the handle, before glancing back at him. She opened her mouth, then closed it again, as if weighing whether to say something.

      “I have no clue what I want to do with my life right now,” she murmured, her gaze dropping to her hands. She couldn’t quite meet his eyes, and it hurt more than he expected. Her voice softened, and Nate’s heart sank as he saw the conflict in her eyes. “And it wouldn’t be fair to you… to ask you to wait around while I figure it out.” She paused, looking for the right words, and then met his gaze with a soft, regretful look. “You deserve someone who can be all in. I can’t be that for you, not right now. I’m sorry, Nate.”

      She gave a small, helpless shrug, as if the words didn’t fit right, but she had to say them.

      “If you didn’t have any feelings for me, you wouldn’t even want to do this. Right?”

      She lowered her gaze, her voice quiet but sincere. “I just feel like we’ve always been such good friends, and maybe that’s where we’re meant to be.”

      He snorted. “Ker, being just ‘pals’ ended the night of Tristan and Elise’s wedding, when we left the friend zone for the land of fornication. I like to think of us as as more than that, but I know you think we’re just sex-buddies.”

      Her eyes grew wide, but he wasn’t sorry he said it.

      “And while we’re laying all our cards on the table, what’s been bothering you these past couple of days? You haven’t been your sarcastic, snarky self. Do you have something else you need to tell me?” he asked.

      Keri looked at the floor, and his heart pitched. Damn, he hated that he was right.

      “How do you know I have something to tell you?” she asked.

      He rolled his eyes. “Like you just said. We’ve known each other our whole lives. I can read you the same way I read Tristan. You’ve been a little off. To be honest, I was surprised you even showed up here.”

      She crossed her arms in front of herself and nodded. “I’m leaving the band.”

      His stomach slid to his feet. Since the band got big enough to get a tour bus, he had never toured without her. He couldn’t imagine not hearing her soft snores in the bunk above him. Not smelling her familiar almond vanilla body wash he got her for Christmas. So many thoughts ran through his head, until her gaze connected with his.

      “I was going to tell Elise first then have everyone over to their house to make the announcement.”

      “Why, though? Is it the sex thing? Because we can⁠—”

      “It’s not that. That’s the one thing that has made it bearable this time out.”

      He inhaled deeply. That was a little bit of a relief. “Then what is it?”

      "It's more than burn out." She lowered her voice and looked up, her eyes searching his. "When I first came on tour, Tristan needed me - he was such a hot mess. But now he's got Elise. And Hunter's handling the business side of TriMor Enterprises with his MBA... everyone in my family has their own thing, their own purpose. I need to find something that's actually mine."

      She wasn’t wrong. Her brother Hunter ran Tristan’s business. He was the one who suggested that Tristan branch out into buying real estate, so they bought the Jolt ‘O Java cafe, and Babe’s Bar & Grill. His most recent acquisition was Trina’s Place, a music shop, next door to the cafe, and Sam, Hunter’s wife managed the cafe.

      Nate nodded, totally understanding her need to find something that was solely hers.

      “Do you have any ideas what you want to do?”

      “I don’t know, Nate. That’s why I want to stop doing this—to figure it out. Look, the band is your life. You and the rest of the guys write the music, you perform it, and you’re great at it. I’d like to, I don’t know, maybe get a nine to five job. Maybe get my own place. I’ve always wanted to get a cat, or maybe even take Jarvis, Tristan and Elise’s cat, while you guys are out on tour. But the real reason is, I have no idea what else I’m good at.”

      He grinned, and she blushed. “Besides that. You know what I mean.”

      His heart went out to her. He walked into her personal space and took her hands. He had every intention of kissing her, but when he tried to, she moved away.

      “Don’t,” she said softly.

      He exhaled, searching her face. “Right. No touching, no feelings. Just… keep it simple.” He forced a small, strained smile. “Because that’s all this is, right? Just a way to take the edge off, to satisfy what you need—without it meaning anything more.”

      He hadn’t meant for his voice to escalate or break from the hurt, but what did she expect?

      Tears pooled in her eyes as she yanked the door open—only to freeze.

      Elise stood on the other side, hand raised mid-knock, her gaze shifting from Keri to him, eyes widening as the weight of the moment settled between them.
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      Keri brushed by Elise, ran up the corridor, and disappeared up the stairs.

      “I’m sorry, Ker!” Nate shouted, and intended to go after her, but with Elise standing there looking incredibly confused, he stayed, knowing he’d have to explain things.

      “I’ve been looking for you guys.” She drew her eyebrows together in confusion. “What the hell is going on?”

      “How much did you hear?”

      “Uhm, ‘Just a way to take the edge off, to satisfy what you need—without it meaning anything more?’”

      He rubbed a hand over his face. He should tell her. But would that mean he was kissing and telling? He wasn’t that guy.

      Yet he and Elise had become close. He considered her one of his best friends since she and Tristan got married over two years ago. He just couldn’t be sure she’d keep what he needed to tell her from Tristan, and that was the most important thing to him and to Keri.

      He’d been Tristan’s closest friend, growing up in Wellington, Connecticut but under no circumstances could he tell him that he’d been intimate with his sister. They were just best friends who had an arrangement. A sex arrangement.

      God, that sounded bad.

      He grabbed Elise by the hand and pulled her inside the dressing room then locked the door.

      “Jesus, Nate, what the hell is it?”

      “Shhh,” he whispered, putting a finger over his lips. “First you have to promise me you will not tell anyone what I’m about to tell you.”

      She pushed his finger aside. “Okay.”

      “I mean it, Elise. Not even Tristan. Especially not Tristan.”

      She placed her hands on his forearms.

      “You have my word, Nate. Also, you’re scaring me. Is Keri, okay? Because if she isn’t, we should be chasing after her, not standing here chatting.”

      He straightened. He could see why Elise would think that the way Keri ran off.

      “Keri’s fine. It’s nothing life threatening. Well, it could be if Tristan finds out, I guess.”

      “Will you just tell me?”

      It’s one of the many things he loved about Elise. She never minced words.

      He nodded and took a deep breath. “Keri and me. We’ve been… together.”

      Shit, not precise enough, the way Elise looked more confused than ever.

      She gave a nod and said, “Okay.”

      “Like, to-geth-er,” he exaggerated every syllable and carefully thought about his next choice of words. This was Tristan’s wife. Even though she never beat around the bush, he didn’t want to just blurt out he was having sex with Keri, like she was some groupie.

      Elise’s expression changed from confused to understanding. “Oooohh, so the two of you are having sex!”

      “Yes!” He threw his head back in relief. “Yes, we have been since the night of your wedding.”

      Elise clapped her hands and launched herself at him. He caught her so neither one of them would fall over.

      “Oh my God, that’s amazing. I’m so happy for you guys. A little put off because she never shared it with me, her best friend, but I’m thrilled you’re together.”

      “Elise, no. Stop.” He released her and she took a step back. “It’s not amazing at all. Keri just ran out of here because I called her out about some things going on between us.”

      “What things?”

      “I want a relationship, not just sex.”

      Elise put her hand over her heart.

      “Aww, that’s incredibly sweet, Nate. I’ll go talk to her,” she said, turning for the door.

      “No, Elise, you can’t. I’m only telling you this because I have to talk to someone about it. But Keri and I have an understanding. We’re not telling anyone. If Tristan finds out? Well, he just can’t, that’s all.”

      “You know, I can’t stand that the two of you talk about Tristan like he’s some big, bad mob boss.”

      Nate folded his arms in front of him. “You know how he is, Elise.”

      “I know he has carried this protecting-Keri-thing too far, but we know why. When Trina committed suicide, Tristan felt it was his fault because he couldn’t save her.”

      He nodded in agreement. “Right and that was the most horrible thing a person could go through. I’ve always felt for him having to carry that around.”

      “Agreed. But it’s wrong that because of that he feels he must keep protecting all the women in his life. I think it’s time we all sit down like civilized adults and talk this out,” Elise said.

      He knew all of that that better than anyone, but never felt he should be the one to say it to Tristan.

      “Nate, your secret’s safe with me. I just don’t get why she doesn’t want a relationship. You’re together all the time. The only difference is you’re putting a label on it, right?”

      He sat on the sofa. “I think it’s more than that. And shit, maybe it’s me. I don’t have a memory without her. My first one of her is Diane Morgan placing newborn Keri across mine and Tristan’s lap.”

      Elise smiled. “Keri showed me that picture.”

      He thought for a moment. “I’ve dated other women. Been with other women. It feels different with Keri. I’ve never felt this way with anyone else.”

      “Because you love her. And she probably loves you too, but she needs to sort some things out first, that’s all.”

      “There’s more. She’s leaving the band. Something else you can’t tell anyone. Well, at least until she tells the band. Her plan is to tell you first, then have all of us over to make an announcement.”

      “That’s quite the bombshell. First you guys being together and now, she’s leaving the band. I’m her best friend, for Christ’s sake.”

      “Don’t take it personally. I don’t think she’s told anyone.”

      “What is she going to do?”

      “She has no idea, but she’s tired of touring.”

      “I get that. She’s been doing it a while. But this entire time, she hasn’t mentioned a word.”

      They exchanged glances. He had no idea what his own expression looked like, but hers had worry and sadness written all over it.

      “We’ll all miss her, Nate.”

      He nodded as Elise’s alarm on her watch went off. She hit the button to turn it off.

      “It’s 1:15 a.m. Tristan sent me looking for Keri because Faith woke up.”

      Tristan and Elise had their own tour bus so they could bring Faith, their one and half year old, with them. Elise, a former, yet famous violin prodigy, performed two songs with the band. While she did that, Keri would leave the merch booth in the hands of Little John, their head security guy, and she would watch Faith. It was no surprise that Faith woke up asking for Auntie Keri.

      “Faith wanted Keri to read her story, but our driver wants to be on the road by two. I’m sure Keri has beaten us back to the buses by now,” Elise said.

      “I should get back, too.” He unlocked the door and had his hand on the knob to open it when Elise tapped his shoulder.

      “Do you think she could really love you, but needs to figure out her life first?”

      “She didn’t mention love but did say she needs to figure out her life,” he said.

      “Right. Look, I don’t say much when it comes to the Morgan family dynamics. Don’t get me wrong, I love all of them with my entire being. But Trina’s suicide did a number on everyone, including you, Cory, and Josh. At least you guys had each other. It seems to me that Keri was kind of left out there on an island, all by herself to deal with the fallout.”

      He started to interject, but Elise held up her hand.

      “Before you say anything, I know Diane and Carl Morgan did everything they could for their kids. But think about this. Keri was eleven when they lost Trina. Since I came onto the scene three-ish years ago, she and I have become the best of friends.

      ‘She told me herself that she’s always been the good girl. The good student, the good daughter, etc. She never wanted anyone worrying about her because their folks had their hands full grieving for Trina, then with Tristan when he threatened suicide, too, starting the band, then going out on the road. No one ever thought the band would take off or that you guys would be offered a huge recording contract. I don’t have to tell you how high maintenance Tristan was back then when he started drinking.”

      He had no words. Everything she said was spot on, even down to what he was going to say about Mr. and Mrs. Morgan.

      “Nate, her life has been a dumpster fire. She has no idea who she is or what she wants because she’s been doing everything for everyone else.”

      He let what Elise said sink in.

      “You’re right,” Nate said. “She was barely out of her teens when we had to babysit Tristan on the road.”

      “Look, I know you love her,” she said.

      “I have for a while.”

      “She knows that, too. I think, when she sorts everything out with her career, she’ll come around in her personal life and admit to herself that she loves you, too.”

      He blew out a breath. “I hope you’re right. I guess I’ll have to talk to her more about this after we’re home.”

      “If you don’t mind me asking, what happens between you when we’re not on tour? I won’t be offended if you tell me to shut it.”

      “It’s fine. Nothing happens when we’re home. We’re both too afraid we’ll get caught.”

      “That’s unacceptable.” Elise paused for a moment. “Will you be okay if Keri decides to date other people, or move away to go to school, or whatever?”

      “No, but I don’t have a choice, do I?”

      He hated all those scenarios, but Elise nailed it. He loved Keri and he only wanted to see her happy but would be the first to admit he wouldn’t want her to date anyone else or move away.

      Elise nodded thoughtfully. “Can you picture your life with her? Like, really with her? Love isn’t just about someone being a part of your past—it’s about wanting her in your future.”

      Her words hit harder than Nate expected. Was that how he felt about Keri? Or was he just clinging to the only constant in his life? He couldn’t remember a time when Keri wasn’t in it. But wasn’t the meaning of love, wanting someone there forever—not just because you didn’t know anything else, but because you couldn’t imagine it any other way?

      Elise walked to the door, leaving him with questions he wasn’t sure he wanted the answers to.
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      Keri couldn’t ride all the way back home on their bus with Nate lying in the bunk below her for five or six hours. All that awkward silence because of how they left things would be too much.

      Thankfully, on this tour, Tristan and Elise hired their own bus. Elise insisted on it. She didn’t want Faith to disturb the other band members or vice-versa. But Keri also knew Tristan had his own reasons for wanting their own bus.

      Tristan and Elise had only been married ten months before they had Faith. They still acted very much like newlyweds. Her brother couldn’t keep his hands off Elise, and Elise never minded it.

      But tonight, Keri couldn’t care less what went on in their bedroom. She’d wear earplugs. The sound guys always left them lying around. She just needed to be away from Nate.

      When Keri boarded her brother’s bus, he sat on the leather lounge chair, with Faith up on his shoulder, fast asleep.

      “Where’s Elise?” He asked softly so he wouldn’t wake Faith.

      “I don’t know, Dork, it wasn’t my turn to watch her.” She was probably still with Nate somewhere backstage, but she wouldn’t mention that. The last thing she wanted was him asking what she and Nate were doing backstage. “What’s going on here?” She pointed to Faith on his shoulder.

      “Faith wanted you to read her a story, so Elise went out looking for you. The drivers for both our buses want to get going, so I hope she gets back here soon.”

      “Well, it’s not like we’re leaving without her,” Keri said, “I’m sure she’ll be back soon.”

      Faith stirred and they both froze. She settled back down, and they thought they were in the clear, until she picked up her head and looked right at Keri.

      “Hey there, cutie,” Keri said.

      Her niece rubbed her eyes and smiled then held her arms up to Keri. Keri’s heart melted. Every. Single. Time.

      Tristan relinquished his hold on her, and Keri took her. Faith, still very sleepy, laid her head on Keri’s shoulder.

      Keri gently rocked her as she walked back and forth in front of Tristan. Soon her niece felt heavier as she nodded back off.

      “How’d merch sales go tonight?” Tristan asked, keeping his voice barely above a whisper.

      “Good. I know I’ve mentioned it before, but I think we should rebrand as YMWN.”

      He nodded, but didn’t say anything else about it.

      “How’d the performance go? Sounded fine from where I was,” she said.

      “Yeah, it was okay. You know me. There’s always room for improvement.”

      Yup, she knew him, alright.

      “So, what will you do? Ream out the sound guy? Berate Cory for missing a beat? Chastise Josh for not playing the bass to your high expectations?”

      Her brother’s face dropped. “I like to think that since I’m settled down now, I haven’t done any of those things in a while. People make mistakes, it’s all good. The main thing is our fans get a great show, and I haven’t heard any complaints.”

      He shook his hair out of his green eyes and stood up. “I didn’t see you in the merch area. I went back there, but you were long gone. Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah. Had I known you planned on doing that, I would have waited. And why would you take your life into your hands like that?”

      Some fans got out of control. One time at a venue in the Midwest, some crazy girl lopped off a chunk of Tristan’s hair.

      “I had one of the security guys with me,” he shrugged.

      Her stomach tightened. Had security seen her slip away to the backstage area? If Tristan had gone looking for her at the merch booth, did that mean their security guy had been with him? Had he noticed she was missing? Worse—had he mentioned it?

      “Little John?” she asked.

      “Nah, somebody else. John was helping one of the roadies. Are you sure you’re, okay? You look a little pale.”

      She inhaled a steadying breath. It didn’t sound like anyone told Tristan she disappeared backstage. “I’m fine, Dad. Just tired.”

      Tristan went to the fridge and pulled out a bottle of water. “You know I can’t help but worry. Here, have some water. Maybe you’re dehydrated.”

      “Thanks, but I’m fine really.”

      He chugged down half of his. “Where’s Nate? It’s weird to see you without him because you’re usually attached at the hip.”

      He joked about it, but that comment made her stomach cramp, thinking about how she and Nate left things a little while ago.

      “I don’t know where he is, but my hip is thinking about filing a restraining order against him.”

      He chuckled. “You’re too funny. But seriously, where is he? You two have been, like, this”—he crossed his fingers—“since we got big enough to have a tour bus. What was that, like five years ago?”

      “Six, but who’s counting?” She corrected him.

      “Well, whatever it is, I’m starting to think you share a brain cell.”

      “Oh, we do,” she deadpanned. “But it’s his turn to use it.”

      He smiled but then leaned forward, his tone softening. “Seriously, though. Something must have happened. You look like something is bothering you. You’ve never wanted to hop onto my bus just because you’re annoyed at someone, least of all Nate. Did he launch into a passionate defense of why Handel's Messiah is the true holiday masterpiece? I love the guy, but when he gets all analytical like that, it’s like nails on a chalkboard, so I get it.”

      Even if she wanted to come clean about her and Nate, it wasn’t the time. Not tonight. And especially not without Nate being there.

      She held tightly to Faith as she lowered herself to the sofa across from Tristan and looked him straight in the eyes. “It worse than that. He said… I mean I can’t believe it myself, but he had the nerve to tell me…. breakfast for dinner is overrated.”

      Tristan gasped in mock horror, clutching his chest. “No! He wouldn’t dare!”

      “Oh, he dared,” Keri said, narrowing her eyes. “And then he doubled down with some nonsense about pancakes being a morning-only food. I don’t know how I didn’t walk out right then and there.”

      Tristan shook his head solemnly. “You’re a saint for putting up with him.”

      “Tell me about it,” Keri muttered, trying not to laugh at the way Tristan played along. After a beat, she added, “For the record, though, I’m not talking to him until he apologizes to waffles. They deserve justice.”

      Tristan burst out laughing. “You had me going for a second there, Ker. You’re nuts but I fucking love you.” Tristan, still grinning, said, “For what it’s worth, I’m team breakfast-for-dinner. Always.”

      Keri gave him a mock-serious nod. “Good. At least one of you has taste.”

      She thought that was the end of his inquisition, until Tristan’s green eyes narrowed. “Are you sure you’re, okay?” His tone grew more serious again.

      “I’m fine. Nate’s fine. Josh and Cory are fine. We’re all fine, Tristan. The only thing that’s going on is we have been on tour for close to four months. It’s like being stuck in a phone booth if that phone booth was on wheels, smelled like beef jerky mixed with burnt microwave popcorn, and you had to share it with three guys who think ‘cleaning up’ means shoving their laundry under the couch cushions. That’s been my life with them. So yeah, I just wanted a little more space for the last five hours of this tour.”

      Tristan looked even more concerned. “So, which one do I need to talk to, Nate, Cory, or Josh?”

      “You don’t need you to talk to any of them. The last thing I need is for you to go all big-brother-mode on them.”

      Tristan crossed his arms, his brow furrowing. “If any of them upset you⁠—”

      “Tristan.” Keri sighed, shifting Faith from one shoulder to the other. “It’s fine. Really. I’m not upset. I just want to stay here tonight.”

      Tristan gave her a look but didn’t push further, sensing her reluctance. “If anyone of those guys ever do anything that pisses you off or upsets you in any way, you tell me. Okay?”

      “I will,” Keri said.

      “Just saying,” Tristan said, sitting back. “I’m not above pulling out the big-brother card. I’ve got it laminated and everything. And Elise and I had plans tonight, so if you’re staying, I hope you brought earplugs.”

      He didn’t need to be specific. When he said they had plans, she knew exactly what he meant, and she didn’t want that image in her mind.

      People talking outside interrupted their conversation, and Elise came through the door.

      They both stared at her.

      “What’s going on?” Elise asked.

      “Not much, other than Tristan just telling me if I want to stay here tonight, I need to wear ear protection.”

      Elise looked to Tristan. “Seriously?”

      He shrugged. “Just thought she should have fair warning.”

      “And I was just about to say that I’d prefer not to have the image of my brother and his wife, who is also my best friend, doing the dance with no pants on a tour bus bed.”

      She cocked an eyebrow at Elise.

      The moment her sister-in-law crashed their family three years earlier they became best friends. After years of hating performing around the world, when Elise turned eighteen, she met Neil, a guy who, much like Tristan, started a band.

      She rebelled against her family and left home. A few years later when the band failed and her relationship with Neil ended, she returned home to find out that her family sold off their music store and violin shop to Tristan.

      It wasn’t great for Elise at the time, but Keri always thought it was fate that she and Tristan met that way.

      Keri never knew if it was because Elise was gifted or if it was because her mother kept her sheltered from society in general, but when they first met, Elise, an only child, had a kind of naïveté about her. Between Keri and Sam, their other sister-in-law, they sucked her into their family, and they’d been practically inseparable ever since.

      “Okay, clearly it’s late and we’re all a little punchy,” Elise said, coming over to Keri to take Faith.

      “I don’t mind holding her, Elise. All I asked was if I could stay here. If you pull out the sofa bed, I’ll sleep out here with her, so you guys can do whatever it is you need to do back there in the master suite.”

      Elise gave Tristan a look and a single nod, signaling she was okay with it. Tristan rubbed the back of his neck, which meant he was flustered, but wouldn’t argue.

      “It’s fine, Ker. Babe, can you grab the extra sheets in the closet near the bathroom?” Elise asked Tristan.

      He walked off and Elise came over and kissed Faith on the cheek.

      “Aren’t you going to ask me why I don’t want to ride on the other bus?” Keri asked her sister-in-law.

      “That depends. Are you going to tell me why you failed to mention you’re leaving the band?” Elise whispered.

      “He told you? I told him not to say anything.”

      “Don’t blame him, Ker. The question is, why wouldn’t you want to tell me?”

      Tristan returned, and he and Elise made up the sofa into a bed.

      Keri laid Faith down first. When she was sure she wasn’t going to wake up, she slid the toddler from her arms, covered her up, then slipped off her Converse one at a time.

      “Goodnight, sweet girl,” Tristan said, as he placed a tender kiss on his daughter’s forehead. He kissed Elise next, then smiled at Keri and pecked her on the cheek. “Good night, Ker.”

      She laughed. “Goodnight, Tristan.”

      “I’ll be right in,” Elise said to him.

      The second he was out of sight, Elise turned back to her. “I’m kind of hurt that you didn’t confide in me that you’re leaving.”

      “I’m sorry, but honestly, I didn’t want you to talk me out of it.”

      “Hmm, good point. I most definitely would have done that.”

      “I suppose Nate told you about us, too?”

      “Yeah, but I dragged it out of him, and I’m hurt that you never shared that with me, too.”

      Keri lifted an eyebrow. “You know why I couldn’t tell you, ‘Lise.”

      Elise gave a slight nod. “Okay, that’s fair. I would have spilled that tea to Tristan. But don’t blame Nate for saying anything. He didn’t want to say anything to upset you, but mostly he didn’t want me saying anything to Tristan either.”

      The bus rolled forward, and Elise sat down on the end of the bed.

      “He wants a relationship,” Keri said softly.
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