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      Meredith rolled to face John’s side of the bed, clutching his pillow to her chest in a fierce hug. The faint spice of his aftershave lingered on the fabric, mixed with a pleasantly earthy musk that was uniquely him. She squeezed her eyes shut, feeling her throat tighten in a way that was becoming all too familiar. Her eyes burned like she’d rubbed every grain of Oregon sand into them.

      Six days ago, she’d made a simple entry in her calendar for this morning—Meet plumber @ 9am. It was yet another bullet point in a long list of problems that were making her photography studio financially underwater, but at least one she knew how to fix. The first year of a new business was never easy, and she had a binder full of ideas to turn it profitable that she was eager to try.

      One hour after making that entry, her husband, John, had collapsed in the back room of that photography studio and never got back up.

      What she wouldn’t give to spend this morning bored and annoyed, waiting for a tardy plumber, instead of holding back sobs at her husband’s funeral.

      Get out of bed, she commanded herself. She’d been feeling under the weather for a few days before John’s collapse—like she had eaten something off, or maybe had a stomach bug—and becoming a widow hadn’t improved her health. Move, Meredith.

      But she couldn’t make her muscles obey even the simplest instructions. They remained rigid and stiff, stubbornly clamped around the pillow that still smelled like John.

      If she wanted to look her best today—like she was trying and hadn’t fallen apart—she needed to get moving. John would want her to put one foot in front of the other. More than once they’d talked about what she should do if he died. When he’d been a Navy SEAL, that threat had always loomed large.

      She’d just assumed that, once he left the SEALs, the risk was over.

      Who had a brain aneurysm at twenty-nine? He’d always been the picture of health. Even after leaving the military almost two years ago, he’d maintained a vigorous physical fitness routine. Had it been the stress of running two businesses—her photography studio and his scuba shop?

      If she’d made him go in for that physical six months ago, maybe there would have been warning signs, like suddenly high blood pressure. When he’d complained of headaches over the last couple of months, she should have listened instead of teasing him about needing glasses.

      A knock sounded at the door, pulling Meredith out of her spiraling thoughts.

      Get up, she commanded herself again. What time was it? How much longer did she have to get ready?

      Would they start the funeral without the grieving widow?

      She pried open her eyes and the blurry green numbers on John’s alarm clock came into focus. It was a few minutes after eight. Hopefully, the plumber wasn’t on his way to the studio—she couldn’t remember if she’d canceled the appointment.

      John would have already been up, his perpetual cheeriness driving her crazy. She wasn’t a morning person, but his years in the military had trained him to be one, at least by her standards. The faint splash of water from the shower would have slowly lulled her into wakefulness, and—if she didn’t get out of bed quickly enough—John would have yanked the covers off her with a cackle.

      She had always hated that. Would let out a growl of frustration and stick out her tongue. But then he’d hover over her, arm muscles taut as he rained kisses across her face until she laughed.

      What she wouldn’t give to have him yank those covers off her one more time. How could he really be gone? Her stomach churned, bile rising in her throat until she jerked upright, a hand pressed to her lips.

      Another knock sounded, this one longer and more insistent. “Mer, honey? It’s Vanessa. Let me in, okay?”

      The sound of her best friend’s voice finally convinced Meredith to let go of John’s pillow. Her toes curled against the cool tile floor, the early-September air already brisk. She inherited this beach bungalow after her grandmother’s passing five years ago—about a year before meeting John—and had always hated the tile. The grout lines between the cracked pink ceramic squares always looked dirty, no matter how hard she scrubbed.

      John had promised her that replacing the flooring would be his next stop on their remodel journey. He, Sawyer, and Zach had been trying to find a weekend when they were all free for the job. The three men were more than friends—they were like brothers. Over the past few years, they’d become Meredith’s family every bit as much as they were John’s.

      She padded to the front door and swung it open to reveal Vanessa looking pretty in a simple black dress with a dark coat draped over one arm. The dress was fitted, with three-quarter length sleeves and a hemline that just brushed Vanessa’s knees.

      Meredith’s heart dropped, nausea clawing at her throat once more. She hadn’t even thought of a dress. Didn’t own a single one in black. There was a dark navy number she sometimes wore to church, but it had bright pink hibiscus flowers embroidered across the skirt—hardly appropriate for a funeral.

      What had she worn when burying her grandma? That was the last funeral she’d attended. She had a vague recollection of donating the dress to a church charity sale because she hadn’t liked the memories associated with it.

      “I thought you might want some help getting ready.” Vanessa’s lips turned up in a sad smile. She’d pulled her caramel brown hair back into a simple chignon at the base of her neck and wore only the barest traces of makeup.

      Meredith leaned against the doorframe. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt this exhausted—not even after the grueling two-hour photo shoot she’d done last month with an extended family of thirty, including five babies. “I couldn’t get out of bed.”

      “I figured. Can I come in?”

      Meredith nodded, stepping aside. “How long do we have?”

      “Not quite two hours. I didn’t want you to have to rush.”

      Meredith pinched the bridge of her nose and took a deep breath. There was so much to do to get ready. She needed to shower and especially needed to wash her hair—she couldn’t remember the last time she’d done that. Probably should curl it. Definitely needed to apply makeup, even if she would cry it all off. And there was still the matter of something to wear.

      Did she own a pair of nylon stockings, or would she need to shave her legs? She tried to remember what else she had in her closet. Maybe she could wear that long black skirt with her dark gray top. The top was a little casual for a funeral, the skirt a little boho, but at least she wouldn’t have to shave. It was a better option than the dark blue dress with bright pink flowers.

      “Come here.” Vanessa draped her coat over the edge of the couch, then pulled Meredith to her in a tight hug.

      The front door still stood wide open, inviting every fly in Sapphire Cove to take up residence in the tiny bungalow. Meredith didn’t care. She pressed her face into Vanessa’s shoulder, trying to hold back her tears so they wouldn’t mar the fabric. Had it really only been a few years ago that their roles were reversed?

      Vanessa’s husband was a military man, too—active-duty Army—and killed in action. After hearing the news, Meredith had hopped the first plane to South Carolina and spent two weeks helping her best friend pick up the pieces of her life.

      “I don’t know where my iron is,” Meredith mumbled. “My skirt is probably wrinkled. And I’m not sure if my gray top is clean.”

      John died on laundry day, and her hampers were still overflowing. She also had never made a flyer for the studio’s back-to-school sale and still had about ten photos to edit from a lifestyle photo shoot she did two weeks ago. Despite having only a handful left, she hadn’t been able to so much as open her laptop.

      “I brought you a dress.” Vanessa held out her arm, revealing a black garment bag draped over it that Meredith had mistaken for a coat. “Linda told me to take three sizes, just in case. I’ll return the others tomorrow.”

      Meredith pressed a hand to her lips. “That was really nice of her.”

      But that was Sapphire Cove. Her fridge currently burst with the generosity of the townspeople. Linda’s Boutique was the only clothing shop in town and just three doors down from John’s shop, King Trident Scuba Diving.

      But it isn’t John’s shop anymore, Meredith realized with a fresh wave of grief. It’s mine. Zach and Sawyer owned a percentage, too, but they’d both taken a step back over the past year as they focused on their own ventures, and she knew they wouldn’t have put up a fight if John had wanted to sell.

      What do I want? The question felt like a plea. Not to be crushed under an ever-increasing mountain of debt would be nice. She kept busy as a photographer during the summer months, when tourists were eager for family photos on the beach. But her studio didn’t get near the traffic she hoped for and the overhead was higher than she expected.

      John’s scuba shop hadn’t exactly been a smashing success, either. Few came to coastal Oregon for scuba diving, but John hadn’t wanted to give up. Only weeks ago, he mentioned branching out to include whale watching tours, something he planned to bring up to Sawyer and Zach after he did more research, and at the beginning of the year he’d started taking classes online to work toward his business degree.

      Meredith stared at Vanessa, panic making her entire body icy. What would become of both businesses now? The monthly payments on their small business loans weren’t cheap. Since they were self-employed, health insurance premiums were astronomical and covered next to nothing. She and John hadn’t seen the need for life insurance once he left the Navy, since they were both so young.

      “I—” Meredith couldn’t get out anything else. I can’t do this. I don’t know how to exist without John. I don’t want to spend today burying my husband.

      Vanessa handed Meredith the garment bag, her expression understanding. “One thing at a time. Go get ready and I’ll make you something to eat, okay?”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “I know, but I’m going to make you breakfast, anyway.”

      Meredith ran a thumb over the logo on the garment bag. The last thing she wanted right now was food, but Vanessa was right. Hadn’t she woken up early the morning of Vanessa’s husband’s funeral to make pancakes and feed little Grayson while Vanessa got ready? “Thanks.”

      Meredith zoned out in the shower, her mind going blessedly blank as the hot water soothed her aching muscles. But soon the steam made her lightheaded, so she turned off the water and reached for a towel.

      The thought of blow drying and curling her sun-bleached blonde hair was exhausting, but she made herself do it, anyway. Then she applied a little eyeshadow and blush before getting dressed.

      Vanessa had chosen well. The conservative black dress hugged Meredith’s waist in a flattering way before flaring gently at the hips. Vanessa even included a pair of pantyhose and low-heeled black pumps, which was a relief because Meredith hadn’t been able to work up the energy to shave her legs.

      One last touch and she’d be ready. Meredith opened the lid of her jewelry box and stared at the necklace nestled inside. The pendant, a coiled rope twisted around a boat anchor, was about the size of a silver dollar. She ran a thumb over the words etched into the thin bar across the top—refuse to sink.

      Three months into dating, John revealed he was a Navy SEAL. The revelation had pulled the rug right out from under her. She’d already fallen for him hard, but hadn’t known if she was cut out for the rigors of military life. How was she supposed to cope knowing that every time he left on a mission, it could be his last? It had been hard enough to spend time apart when she’d thought he was just a run-of-the-mill seaman stationed on a ship somewhere in the middle of the ocean.

      Breaking up had seemed like the only option. She told John as much, but he said he wasn’t giving up on them that easily. Instead, he’d given her this necklace and explained how the anchor represented his job with the SEALs, and how the words represented his faith in her ability to be strong when he was gone.

      That was the moment she’d known she would marry him.

      Meredith stared at the anchor, then fastened the chain around her neck with trembling fingers.

      The smell of warm toast and freshly cooked eggs pulled her toward the dining room. Vanessa stood at the stove in the small kitchen, one of Grandma’s vintage aprons protecting her black dress.

      “You look beautiful,” Vanessa said, her eyes sweeping down Meredith’s form. “The dress fits great.”

      Meredith smoothed down her skirt. “Don’t let me forget to thank Linda. I left the other two sizes hanging in the garment bag in my room.”

      “I’ll grab it from you later.” Vanessa turned to the fridge, swinging it open wide. “Do you want apricot or peach jam on your toast? Ooh, or plum. Looks like the church ladies are keeping you well-stocked.”

      Just the thought of food had Meredith’s stomach revolting. “I don’t know if I can eat.”

      “At least try. How about peach jam?” Vanessa grabbed another apron. “Here, put this on so you don’t get your dress dirty.”

      Vanessa was in full-on mom mode. Meredith put on the apron and grabbed the butter dish from the cupboard. It was easier than protesting again. “Is Grayson with your parents?”

      Vanessa nodded, popping the lid on the peach jam. Meredith wrinkled her nose at the smell. She’d never been a big fan of homemade jam, preferring more savory options like bagels and cream cheese.

      “Dad’s going to stay home with him so Mom can come. I didn’t want today to bring back any bad memories.”

      Bad memories of his own father’s funeral. Compassion welled within Meredith, along with a whole new empathy for Vanessa’s situation. As hard as today was, it could be worse. At least she didn’t have to tell her child that his father was dead.

      For the first time in more than a year, she was grateful for John’s insistence they wait to have a baby. After spending his formative years being bounced from one foster home to another, he’d wanted to wait until their businesses were stable—and, by extension, their finances—before bringing a child into this world.

      “Today won’t be easy for you, either,” Meredith whispered. “Thanks for coming anyway, Ness.”

      “I would never let you go through this alone.” Vanessa busied herself spreading jam on the toast. “We’ve got about twenty minutes until Sawyer gets here. That should be enough time to eat.”

      “He’ll be early.” Meredith took a deep breath, the smell of eggs making her queasy. “Are Zach and Cheyenne at the church?”

      “Yes. The funeral home has everything ready, and it looks beautiful.”

      Meredith accepted the plate of food from Vanessa, gratitude mixing with her grief.

      “Cheyenne said there’s already a decent crowd gathering,” Vanessa continued. “I’m sure half the town will come to offer their condolences.”

      Meredith nodded again. She’d lived in Sapphire Cove—in this very house—her entire life. Had been raised by grandparents who’d lived here their entire lives, too, after the mother she didn’t remember died from an overdose without ever revealing her deadbeat father’s name. John had wholeheartedly embraced this town, and they’d embraced him right back.

      “Eat.” Vanessa motioned to the plate. “Before the eggs get cold.”

      Meredith obediently took a bite, holding back a grimace. Grief had always affected her appetite. She’d been crushed by each of her grandparents’ deaths and for months afterward, eating had been a chore.

      Losing John hurt so much more than losing either of her elderly grandparents.

      Meredith forced another forkful of eggs down, following it up with a bite of too-sweet toast. How could she do it—walk into that church and keep her composure while everyone told her how much they’d loved John? What a tragedy it was to lose him in the prime of his life?

      She knew the truth. For most of the town, life would go on after today. For her, time had stopped with John’s last breath.

      As the ambulance had raced to the hospital while the paramedics worked feverishly, she’d sent Sawyer and Zach a frantic text. Zach and Cheyenne had been shopping an hour away, but Sawyer had rushed to the hospital and been with her when the doctor came into the waiting room, face solemn.

      Meredith had collapsed against Sawyer before the doctor even spoke. She didn’t need to hear the words. His face said it all.

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Gilbert. We did everything we could.”

      The memories were too much. Meredith bolted for the bathroom, barely making it to the toilet before she lost the contents of her stomach.

      Vanessa was beside her in an instant, holding back her hair and murmuring sympathetic platitudes. Meredith’s stomach heaved again while her cheeks burned with humiliation.

      She flushed the toilet and grabbed a tissue, wiping her mouth. “Sorry about that.”

      Vanessa’s expression was pained. “Don’t apologize. I threw up the morning of Andrew’s funeral, too.”

      Somehow, that eased Meredith’s embarrassment. “You did?”

      Vanessa nodded. “In the bathroom at the church. No one knew.”

      The doorbell rang, interrupting their conversation.

      “It’s probably Sawyer,” Vanessa said. “I’ll get it while you clean up.”

      Meredith brushed her teeth and reapplied her lipstick, the deep murmur of Sawyer’s voice from the front room calming her anxiety. She carefully removed the apron and looked at herself in the mirror.

      Her eyes were ringed by dark circles, her skin even paler than usual. John would have kissed her on the temple, wrapped his arms around her waist, and insisted he still found her beautiful.

      She clutched her anchor pendant, rubbing a thumb over the etched words. Refuse to sink, she commanded herself. She could do this.

      She had no other choice.

      Sawyer stood in the front entryway, his feet shoulder-width apart and hands clasped together as he spoke to Vanessa in a low voice. Meredith paused, the sight of him in full military uniform making her heart twist. As the wife of a Navy SEAL, she’d imagined this moment. Wondered what it would feel like to wear a black dress and attend her husband’s funeral, surrounded by men in uniform.

      It also reminded her of John on their wedding day. Had that been the last time she’d seen him in his dress uniform?

      No. That had been yesterday at the funeral home during the viewing.

      Sawyer pulled her to him and she sank into his hug, clinging to his chest the way she had at the hospital. Maybe, if she could just hold on to her friends, she’d make it through today.

      “Thanks for coming,” Meredith said.

      As much as she loved Vanessa—as much as she needed her today—she needed Sawyer, Zach, and Cheyenne even more. Vanessa hadn’t known John. Had only met him once at their wedding. But Sawyer and Zach—her family—had fought alongside him. Had saved his life repeatedly, just as he’d saved theirs.

      “Of course.” A muscle twitched in Sawyer’s jaw, as though he was fighting back tears. “Are you ready to go?”

      Ready? A panicked laugh bubbled up inside her. She only had four years with John—barely longer than a heartbeat. When he’d been a SEAL, she’d accepted that on some level. But in the almost two years since he’d gone civilian, she’d started counting their future together in decades.

      “I can’t believe this is happening.” She blinked rapidly, trying to hold back the choking grief.

      “No one’s going to rush you, Mer. Take all the time you need.”

      Time. Like waiting another ten minutes would make burying her husband any easier.

      Meredith rubbed a thumb over her pendant. “Let’s go.”
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      Cemeteries shouldn’t be so peaceful.

      Sawyer stood stiffly, his feet spread shoulder-width apart and hands clasped in front of his buttoned uniform jacket. The September air was warm enough to make the layers uncomfortable, but Sawyer didn’t acknowledge that. He was too focused on the sound of chirping birds in nearby pine trees. The almost inaudible crash of waves in the distance.

      The shuffle of feet as mourners shifted their weight.

      He’d seen more than his fair share of death. Caused a lot of it, too. Death wasn’t quiet or calm. It was gunshots and violence and pain. It was adrenaline making the senses sharp and an almost animalistic urge to kill or be killed.

      A butterfly flitted near the casket, its wings a vibrant red—the color of freshly spilled blood.

      He closed his eyes, taking a steadying breath. When he received Meredith’s text, it had felt like resurfacing too fast from a dive. He, Zach, and John had always known that chances were high all three of them wouldn’t make it to old age. But Sawyer had never once considered that death might come early, even after they left the SEALs.

      In fact, that was why John left the Navy. Why Zach left. Neither of them wanted to make their wives young widows.

      Sawyer’s gaze strayed to Meredith. Long blonde hair hung halfway down her back in loose curls and a tasteful black dress lent an elegance to her grief. She stood tall, her back straight and chin raised—a Navy wife to the bitter end. Vanessa and Cheyenne stood on either side of her, their shoulders nearly touching in a silent show of support. Sorrow radiated from Meredith like a tsunami of regret.

      He swallowed back his emotions and tried to focus on Pastor Blake’s words of comfort.

      Watching Meredith marry his best friend had been nothing compared to this pain.

      “I have to quit the SEALs,” John had told Sawyer. “The thought of leaving Meredith alone kills me. I won’t do that to her.”

      Sawyer had understood what John meant. Agreed with him, even. When Zach decided to leave the SEALs with John, Sawyer had made the only choice he could—to go with his family. Not the blood relatives with substance abuse problems who used, abused, and abandoned him over the years, but the family he and his friends had formed themselves.

      Meredith shifted, distracting Sawyer as her low heels sank into the soft grass. The canopy erected over the few seats surrounding the grave had prevented the morning dew from burning off, keeping the ground soggy with moisture despite the sunny day. Bright rays streaked across the American flag covering the casket and glinted off the exposed dark gray edges.

      How could John be dead? Only eight days ago, they’d played basketball together with Zach at the local community center. John had ribbed Sawyer about his latest date, this one with a pharmacy tech he met on a dating app. It hadn’t gone well, and John and Zach kept asking Sawyer when he would stop going on first dates and go on a second one.

      Sawyer had ignored them, gone home, and set up another first date. No one could measure up to Meredith, but John and Zach didn’t know that, and Sawyer was determined to try. He wanted to get married. Wanted someone to come home to at night, like his best friends had. Longed for a good woman to share his life with.

      So, Sawyer had arranged to meet a yoga instructor for coffee during lunch today. Now he was at his best friend’s funeral instead.

      Meredith brushed a hand under her eyes as Pastor Blake droned on. She looked pale—unusual, since her skin typically sported a healthy glow from all the time she spent doing photo shoots outdoors. He thought he saw her sway and almost reached out to steady her. But then Vanessa wrapped an arm around her waist, and Sawyer relaxed.

      Today would be hard for Meredith. Hard for all of them. Sawyer would give anything to make this easier for her. Would trade places with John in a heartbeat if he could.

      Meredith leaned into Vanessa, their heads nearly touching. On her other side, Cheyenne took Meredith’s hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. The uniform cap shaded Zach’s eyes, but Sawyer watched his Adam’s apple bob up and down as he fought back the emotions.

      Sawyer blinked quickly, clenching his own hands into fists. He wanted to fall to his knees and scream at the sky that this wasn’t fair. John had been too young, too healthy, too vibrant to die.

      He should be here, bombarding Sawyer with texts requesting help with his latest home project. Checking to see if they were still on for their weekly basketball game. Inviting him over for dinner because Meredith had a new recipe she wanted to try.

      The five of them had planned to get together for a Labor Day barbecue the night John died. Sawyer had thrown away the apple pie he bought at Baylor’s Diner without taking a bite.

      The pastor finished speaking and seamen stepped forward to lift the flag from the casket. Sawyer braced himself for the rifle volley, heart squeezing with each shot. But when the bugler began playing Taps, he couldn’t stop his eyes from filling with tears.

      Maybe he shouldn’t have left the SEALs. Sawyer loved being a sailor, in wartimes and in peace. He just loved his family more.

      Meredith’s shoulders shook as the seaman stepped forward and presented the folded flag to her. She accepted it, head held high as tears streamed down her disconcertingly pale face. Her eyes were ablaze with resolution, her jaw set in a fierce determination not to fall apart.

      Sawyer bit the inside of his cheek, fighting to hold back his own tears. John would have been so proud of how she was handling today.

      The Navy chaplain read from the Bible, then they all bowed their heads. Sawyer didn’t hear a single word of the prayer, but eventually a chorus of amens rose on the breeze.

      They’d done it. Survived the funeral and graveside. Now if only he knew how they’d survive the next fifty or sixty years without John.

      Throngs of mourners stepped forward to offer Meredith their sympathies. The graveside was nearly as crowded as the church had been. It was heartwarming to see how much John had meant to others, and Sawyer was glad Meredith had so much support.

      He stayed close by as she graciously accepted their condolences, his concern magnifying as her face grew paler with every passing moment. What would John want Sawyer to do for her right now? Years ago, not long after John proposed, he’d made Sawyer promise he would watch out for Meredith if the worst happened. Sawyer had balked at the request, the idea of his friend dying too horrible to imagine. Now he felt the weight of that promise.

      If only he could protect Meredith from this pain.

      The minutes ticked by like hours, but eventually, the townspeople left. Vanessa wrapped an arm around Meredith’s waist, the two of them clinging to each other. Cheyenne stood in front of Zach, his arms wrapped tightly around her as she leaned into his embrace.

      Sawyer stood alone. He swallowed, thinking of his empty apartment. Meredith had been so happy when he left the SEALs and moved to Sapphire Cove. She and Cheyenne had insisted on decorating the place for him, but it had never felt like home. He’d hoped dating would change that.

      A year later, he still hadn’t found someone he wanted to spend more than a few hours with.

      His gaze strayed again to Meredith, her pallor making his stomach clench. Before he could stop himself, he was at her side, a hand gently placed in the middle of her back.

      “Mer, let me take you home,” he said, his voice quiet. “You need to eat. To rest.”

      She shook her head, wiping underneath one eye as she clutched the folded flag to her chest. “How am I supposed to leave him here alone?”

      Sawyer blinked, the question tearing through him. Never leave a man behind. It had been drilled into him in the military, and yet he was expected to do just that.

      “You do it because you have no other choice,” Vanessa said, her voice thick with emotion.

      Meredith sank to her knees beside the casket, resting her hand on its polished metal surface as her head bowed. Sawyer was beside her in an instant, desperate to offer his silent support.

      He wished he could somehow hold the pieces of her together while she fell apart.

      Cheyenne dropped to the ground beside Meredith, followed by Zach, then Vanessa.

      “How can this be real?” Meredith whispered, her head still bowed.

      Sawyer placed an arm gently around her shoulders. She leaned into him, burying her head in his chest as her shoulders shook with sobs that broke his heart in two.

      “Please, Mer,” he choked out. “Tell me what I can do to help.”

      He loved her so much. Seeing her pain made his own more acute. It had only been six days since he’d last seen John, and already it felt like a lifetime.

      “We’ll do anything,” Cheyenne added. “We can camp out here all night if that’s what you need.”

      Meredith half-laughed, half-sobbed, the sound rumbling through Sawyer’s chest as her cheek pressed against it. “Can you bring John back, please?”

      Sawyer looked up at the sky, blinking quickly. “You know I would if I could.”

      She pulled back, giving him a watery smile. “Me too.” She reached out, squeezing each of their hands in turn. “I love you all so much. I can’t tell you how grateful I am to have you here with me today.”

      “We’re not going anywhere,” Zach said, his tone firm. “Family sticks together.”

      Sawyer nodded. He’d move to the cemetery if that’s what she needed. Build a tiny house for her right here on John’s final resting place.

      It was another hour before Meredith was ready to leave. Her knees buckled as she walked away from her husband, but her spine remained ramrod straight and she never looked back. Sawyer helped her into the front seat of his truck, then they drove in silence to her bungalow on the edge of town.

      How would he help her through this?

      How would he get through this himself?

      Back at Meredith’s, they sat silently in the living room, each holding a cup of warm tea brewed by Vanessa.

      Meredith took a sip, eyes hollow. “You know, I almost broke up with John when he told me he was a SEAL. I didn’t think I could handle the dangers of his job. Every time the phone rang, I was certain it was his sergeant with bad news.”

      They stayed silent, letting Meredith talk. Sawyer had only ever heard John’s side of this story. He’d had complete faith in Meredith and total confidence in their relationship. “Just a bump in the road.” That was what John had told them about the almost-breakup.

      “How did he survive all those missions with the Navy, only to die in Sapphire Cove, of all places?” Meredith shook her head. “This has got to be the safest place in the world. The police are glorified traffic cops. Nothing bad ever happens here.”

      An exaggeration perhaps, but Sawyer understood her sentiment. The missions he, Zach, and John had survived flashed through his mind, making him flinch. So many times, he’d been certain their number was up, but they’d somehow made it through relatively unscathed, at least physically speaking.

      “It isn’t fair,” Cheyenne said, her eyes glistening with tears.

      Sawyer agreed completely. But he’d learned as a kid hiding from his alcoholic father that life wasn’t fair.

      Zach and Cheyenne left first, murmuring that they needed to pick up their ten-month-old daughter, Bailey, from the sitter. Vanessa left soon after so she could put Grayson to bed, but promised to return in the morning. Both invited Meredith to sleep at their homes so she wouldn’t be alone, but she refused, just as she had every day before.

      Sawyer sat on one end of the couch, clutching the cup of lukewarm tea in his hand, while Meredith sat silently on the other end. With the others gone, John’s absence loomed larger than ever, bringing with it a fresh wave of grief.

      Had he ever been alone with Meredith? Probably not for longer than the time it took John to use the bathroom. It felt wrong to be here, just the two of them. Meredith huddled in the couch's corner, her legs drawn up to her chin and arms wrapped tightly around them. She looked so fragile—a far sight from the vivacious woman he was used to seeing—and it made him want to weep.

      Sawyer set his cup of tea on the coffee table, figuring he’d infringed on her grief long enough. She probably wanted to be alone after the trauma of the day. “I should go.”

      Meredith lurched forward, her hand wrapping around his wrist. “No!”

      He froze at the contact, hating himself for the way it made his heart twist. Meredith didn’t seem to notice and tucked a strand of hair behind one ear, biting her lip.

      “Please don’t leave,” she said, her voice soft. “I don’t want to be alone right now. It’s worse when I’m alone.”

      The vulnerability in her tone fractured his already broken heart even more. Whatever Meredith needed, he would provide. He wouldn’t break his promise to John.

      “I’ll stay as long as you need me to,” Sawyer said. “And the second you want to be alone, just tell me and I’m gone.”

      She nodded, curling back into her corner of the couch. After the funeral, she’d changed into one of John’s old Navy sweatshirts. She tucked her legs up inside it now, resting her chin on top. “I can’t believe this is my life now.”

      Sawyer pinched the bridge of his nose, blinking rapidly. “I keep expecting him to walk through the door with a bag of items from the hardware store.”

      Her laugh ended in a half-sob. “Those projects are my fault more than his, I’m afraid. I shouldn’t have given him such long honey-do lists.”

      “He loved doing those projects for you.” And Sawyer had loved assisting him. There was something satisfying about working with his hands that had partially satiated his need to be useful after leaving the SEALs.

      Meredith gave him a watery smile. “If we talk about John anymore, I’m going to cry. Want to watch a movie instead?”

      Sawyer wasn’t much for movies—sitting still for that long always made him antsy—but John had been a major film buff, with a particular love for over-the-top action flicks. “Sure. What do you want to watch?”

      Meredith picked up the remote. “Top Gun.”

      John’s favorite movie. Sawyer must have watched it with him at least a dozen times.

      “It’s perfect,” Sawyer said. “Want me to make us some popcorn while you start it?”

      “Sure. There should be some microwave popcorn⁠—”

      Sawyer rose. “I know where to find it.”

      “Of course you do.” She shook her head with a self-deprecating laugh. “I don’t know where my brain is today.”

      “Hey, none of that.” Sawyer patted her shoulder. “I’ll be back in a second.”

      By the time Sawyer had a bag popped, Meredith had found the movie and had it paused on the opening scene. He sat back on his end of the couch while Meredith sat on hers, the bowl of popcorn in the space where John should have been.

      Sawyer reached for the popcorn, freezing when his hand brushed Meredith’s. She didn’t notice, her eyes glued to the screen.

      It had been easy to keep a tight rein on his emotions when John was around. Sawyer would have died before he hurt his best friend. But now John was gone, and Meredith needed comfort. How was he supposed to navigate that while keeping his feelings in check?

      He forced himself to not think about it and instead focus on the movie. But when the ill-fated training scene began, a sick pit formed in his stomach.

      He’d forgotten about Goose. Hadn’t even considered that part of the story when Meredith suggested the movie.

      She put a hand to her mouth, pushing the popcorn away. Sawyer grabbed the remote and pushed pause, his attention instantly shifting to her needs.

      “Is it too much?” he asked. “We can watch something else instead. Monty Python, maybe.” No one died in that, right? It had been another of John’s favorites.

      Meredith shook her head, eyes brimming but jaw set in determination. “No. I want to finish this.”

      Sawyer reluctantly pushed play. He watched Meredith more than the screen as Goose’s death played out, and when the tears started rolling freely down her cheeks, he couldn’t stop himself from pushing aside the popcorn bowl and pulling her to him in a hug.

      “I’m okay,” she whispered, though her hand clutched at the fabric of his shirt. “I can do this.”

      “Whatever you need,” Sawyer repeated. Meredith didn’t let go of his shirt, her head resting on his shoulder.

      Sawyer closed his eyes, the guilt slamming him almost as hard as the grief. It made him sick that he was even peripherally aware of how she made his heart race. Not that he’d expected the attraction to disappear, but they’d just buried her husband—his best friend.

      When Meredith let go of his shirt and returned to her corner of the couch, Sawyer breathed an inward sigh of relief. Soon her tears turned to laughter, and before he knew it, the film was over.

      “Are you sure you want to be alone tonight?” he asked as she walked him to the door. “I can drop you off at Cheyenne and Zach’s, or at Vanessa’s parents’ house.”

      Meredith folded her arms tightly around her middle, John’s sweatshirt hanging on her slight frame. The hem reached nearly to her knees while the sleeves completely covered her hands. At some point during the movie, she’d pulled her hair up into a messy bun on the crown of her head, and her bare feet made this moment feel almost intimate.

      “I’m sure.” Meredith’s lips pursed. “It’s better if I establish the new normal as soon as possible.”

      “Mer, come on.” Sawyer almost offered to sleep on her couch but stopped himself. No doubt she’d find that suggestion inappropriate, although his motives were pure. “No one expects you to be strong all the time.”

      She met his eyes, one hand clutching the pendant around her neck. “I know. I’m fine, really. I want to be home tonight. Alone.”

      “Okay then.” He didn’t push, not wanting to make this any harder for her than it already was. “Call me if you need anything.”

      “I will.”

      He kept a hand on the door, searching her face for signs of deception. “I’m serious, Mer—anything at all, day or night. Need someone to drive you to the cemetery at two a.m. so you can be with John? Did you forget to grab potatoes at the grocery store? Is the toilet clogged? I’m your guy.”

      Meredith laughed, shaking her head. “I’m not calling you if my toilet clogs. That would be humiliating.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I do.” She rose on tiptoes, giving him a quick hug. The unexpected contact startled him, and he forced himself not to inhale the fragrant scent of her shampoo.

      For four years, he’d loved her in secret while he watched her love John. It had been easy to keep a lid on his emotions then. He’d sooner cut off his own arm than hurt either of them. But now everything had changed. How was he supposed to support Meredith while protecting his heart?

      “You’re a good friend, Sawyer,” Meredith said. “John and I are both lucky to have you in our lives.”

      Would she feel that way if she knew how hard he had to fight to hide his true feelings? “I’m the lucky one. Trust me. You’re sure you’re okay here alone?”

      “Yes.” She rose on tiptoes, pressing her lips to his cheek for the briefest of moments. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      He recognized her dismissal for what it was and nodded. “I’ll call you in the morning.”

      It was almost as hard to turn his back on Meredith as it had been to leave the cemetery a few hours earlier. Sawyer clenched his hands into fists, feeling the tears burn. The image of Meredith standing in the doorway, the tips of her fingers peeking out of John’s sweatshirt and her toes curled against the cold tile floor seared into his brain.

      Maybe he’d sleep in his truck tonight, just in case. It wouldn’t even make his top ten list of most uncomfortable places he’d tried to rest. But what if the neighbors saw him in her driveway all night? The last thing he wanted to do was start unfounded gossip around town.

      Sawyer climbed into his truck, glancing at Meredith’s house once more. The door was closed, the seasonal wreath slightly askew.

      “What am I going to do without you, John?” Sawyer whispered as he pressed the ignition button.

      He cried silent tears all the way home.
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      “Are you going to be okay when I’m gone?”

      Vanessa stood at the kitchen island, her arms braced against the countertop and brows knit together in concern. Had it really only been last winter that Meredith had convinced John to help her repaint that counter with a special epoxy kit to make it look like marble? She dug her nails into her palms, trying to focus on the sting of flesh instead of the lump in her throat.

      He’d wanted to replace the countertops entirely, but she’d been worried about the cost and insisted on trying this cheaper alternative. They’d gotten into a silly argument over the proper technique for applying the epoxy. She’d shoved her phone in his face, angrily scrolling through the dozens of DIY videos she’d watched on the process and demanding to know why he always had to be right. Even now, she could feel the whisper of frustration at his stubborn bullheadedness.

      John had eventually conceded defeat and apologized, but by that point, she’d been aggravated by his mansplaining and had pouted like a spoiled child.

      He could have gotten mad, too. She’d been behaving unreasonably, after all. But that wasn’t John. Instead, he’d blasted her favorite playlist and started belly dancing. The sight of his hairy, toned abs swaying offbeat to the music had been too much and by the end of the song she was laughing. They ended up slow-dancing in the middle of the kitchen, the argument forgotten.

      “Mer?” Vanessa said.

      She blinked, forcing a smile through lips that trembled. “I’ll be fine.”

      The key was staying busy—that was how she’d survived each of John’s missions with the SEALs. It had helped to counteract the fear and loneliness, and when it hadn’t, well, working herself into exhaustion at least allowed her to sleep without nightmares. Mostly.

      Figuring out how to pay the bills while being crushed by the weight of two failing businesses would be a good place to start. Yesterday, when the darkness of night threatened to swallow her whole, she’d reluctantly grabbed her laptop and made a list of photography studios in nearby Harbor Bay where she could apply.

      She had to close her own photography studio. As she’d run numbers in her head while staring at the glittering popcorn ceiling in her bedroom, the reality of her situation had become impossible to escape. She needed a steady job with things like a salary and health insurance, maybe even a 401(k)—not a business that was losing money hand over fist. This week she’d look into selling one of their cars, too. Not John’s Ford Explorer that still smelled like him, but her own reliable Honda Civic.

      Then there was the scuba shop. It hurt more to think about abandoning John’s dream than it did her own. It also would be more complicated, since Sawyer and Zach—and, by extension, Cheyenne—each owned a third of the business.

      Was she even on the bank accounts for King Trident Scuba Diving?

      “I hate leaving you right now.” Vanessa frowned, as though trying to figure out a way to stay.

      Meredith covered Vanessa’s hand with her own. “Stop. Your top priority right now has to be Grayson and finishing school. I’ll be okay.”

      She was supposed to photograph a wedding this weekend. The thought of lugging around all her equipment without John’s help made her want to cancel, but she wouldn’t do that to the bride and groom. Besides, she needed the money. Dying wasn’t cheap, as evidenced by her maxed out credit cards. She’d had no idea a coffin could cost as much as a car.

      “I’ll call to check on you every day.” Vanessa’s brow wrinkled with worry. “And I’ll be back permanently in just over a year.”

      A year. Meredith had no idea how she was going to get through the next twelve hours, let alone the next twelve months. “Ness, stop worrying.”

      “I can’t.” Vanessa dropped the dish towel onto the counter. “Everyone checks on you in the beginning, but it doesn’t take long for most to move on with their lives. I don’t want you to be all alone when that happens.”

      “You were alone,” Meredith pointed out. She’d felt every bit as horrible as Vanessa seemed to feel now when she’d boarded that plane and left her best friend alone in South Carolina.

      “No, I had Grayson.”

      “And I’ve got the team,” Meredith countered. “Sawyer, Zach, and Cheyenne are my family.”

      “I know, and I’m glad. I just wish you had me close by, too.”

      Meredith squeezed Vanessa’s hand. “I will—in one year. What can happen in a year?”

      Ten minutes later, Meredith stood on the front porch and watched Vanessa drive away as the icy chill of the crumbling concrete steps stung her bare feet. When the taillights disappeared around the bend in the road, loneliness engulfed her.

      For one wild moment, she imagined chasing after Vanessa and begging to go with her back to South Carolina. How was she supposed to wake up alone every day in the bed she’d shared with John?

      But leaving Sapphire Cove would require leaving the only people in the world who missed John as fiercely as she did. As much as she loved Vanessa, she needed Sawyer, Zach, and Cheyenne even more.

      Her hand curled around the anchor pendant. Eight days without John. A lifetime left.

      “I can do this,” she whispered.

      The emptiness of the house made her want to curl under a blanket and never reemerge, so she grabbed her keys and slipped on a jacket, then headed back outside. She wasn’t sure what all needed to be done to close the photography studio, but deciding what to keep and what to liquidate was a good place to start.

      Rain whispered on the breeze and her shoes grew damp as she traipsed through the mossy grasses that lined the narrow road. She tried to focus on the chill seeping through her soles, and not the many times she and John had traversed this route together. Seagull squawks combined with the crash of waves, and the shrieks of children floated up from the beach. As a child, she’d always been jealous of the kids whose moms built sandcastles with them. Grandma had been too old for that sort of thing, although she’d always been happy to watch.

      Meredith craned her neck, wondering who played on the beach today, but all she could see were craggy rocks and a dog playing in the surf.

      “Meredith!”

      She turned, raising a hand to shade her eyes from the sun. A silver minivan slowly pulled up beside her, the window rolled down.

      “Hey, Peggy.” Meredith took a step toward the car, recognizing one of the women from church.

      “Everything okay?” Peggy’s lips turned down in a frown. “Can I give you a ride or something?”

      Meredith peered into the backseat, where Peggy’s twin boys fought over a plastic stegosaurus. One twin hit his brother over the head with the dinosaur, eliciting a loud wail. They were only three or four years old, and their antics had entertained her and John during many a Sunday service.

      “I’m okay, thanks.” Meredith rocked back on her heels. “I’ve been meaning to drop off your baking dish. Thanks again for the casserole. It was delicious.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that. I’ll grab it next time I’m in the area.” Peggy pushed her sunglasses onto the top of her head and leaned toward the open passenger-side window. “I know we spoke at the funeral, but I wanted to tell you again how sorry I am about John. If there’s anything more I can do…”

      Meredith flinched, then forced a smile. There weren’t enough casseroles in the world to heal this hurt, but the good folks of Sapphire Cove were trying their best. “I appreciate the offer. I’ll let you know.”

      She talked to Peggy for a few more minutes before a flying dinosaur from one of the twins ended the conversation. Meredith folded her arms against the ever-increasing chill as Peggy drove away, debating just returning home and calling it a night. No one would blame her for binge-watching five hours of television before falling asleep, right?

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and she pulled it out to see a text from Cheyenne on the group chat.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cheyenne: Did Vanessa leave? Are you okay?

      

      

      

      

      

      Meredith’s heart lifted at the simple concern. Sawyer had texted her too, but it must have been while Vanessa was still there because she hadn’t heard the chime.

      Meredith quickly texted the group.

      
        
          
            
              
        Meredith: I’m okay. Vanessa’s gone and I’m on my way to the photography studio. Thanks for checking on me.

      

      

      

      

      

      There. Now she would have to be productive instead of wallowing at home on the couch.

      She quickened her pace, making fast work of the short walk to the downtown area. With Labor Day behind them, the summer crowds had dispersed, leaving the sidewalks empty and forlorn. Even the flower baskets hanging from the streetlamps looked droopy.

      Her knees trembled as she approached her studio. She avoided the window display, not wanting to see the portrait of John in uniform among the client photos of newborn babies and couples in wedding attire. It took her three tries to unlock the door, her hands shook so badly. She flipped on the lights with fingers that felt stiff and cold and could just make out the faint drip-drip-drip of the leaky faucet in the bathroom before the heater shuddered on, blasting her with warm air.

      John had died in this building. He’d been wheeled through this room on a gurney, an oxygen mask strapped to his face and a paramedic straddling his chest to administer CPR.

      Dizziness had her reaching blindly for the wall. A picture frame clattered to the ground while her ears buzzed and dark spots danced across her vision. She squeezed her eyes tightly shut, bracing her hands on her knees. The frantic calls of the paramedics echoed in her memory. She could almost feel Sawyer’s arms holding her upright as she collapsed in the hospital waiting room after hearing the news.

      Just breathe, she reminded herself. She sank to the floor, the rough exposed brick wall pulling at her loose hair. She inhaled slowly to the count of three, then exhaled in the same slow, steady rhythm.

      It was several minutes before she forced her eyes open. The picture frame lay on the floor, its glass cracked. She leaned over, gently picking it up. The photo was one she’d taken of John at their wedding. His serious expression belied the way his eyes sparkled with life.

      “I miss you, John,” she whispered, brushing her fingers across his lips. Carefully, she placed the cracked frame back on the wall, making sure it was secure, then forced herself to walk down the hallway to her office.

      She flipped on the lights, illuminating the small space. A sleek L-shaped desk nestled in one corner, the rolling office chair John had given her for their last anniversary tucked neatly under it. They’d spent an entire Saturday purchasing and assembling that desk. The filing cabinet beside it was something John had found at a yard sale and proudly brought home. Even the walls reminded her of him—he helped choose the light blue paint color and put up the white wainscoting on the lower half.

      She sank into the chair, running her hands along the leather armrests. She’d always thought of the photography studio as her place. Only now did she realize just how much John had invaded every inch of the building.

      “Don’t think about him,” she whispered, reaching for the mail in the wire basket mounted to the side of her desk.

      Don’t think about John. Don’t think about how much work it will be to close the photography studio without his help. Don’t think. Instead, she’d do like her grandma had always encouraged and eat the elephant one bite at a time. Maybe, after going through something as easy as the mail, she’d finally be able to edit the last of those photos for her client and get them sent off. The upcoming wedding photo shoot would be so much more overwhelming if she still had that last project hanging over her head.

      Meredith took a deep breath and slid a nail underneath the first envelope. Junk mail—a credit card application she tore into quarters and tossed in the trash. But the next envelope held a bill from the water company, and the amount took her breath away. She knew the bathroom pipe had been leaking, but had they really used that much additional water last month?

      “It’s fine,” she said aloud, as though that would make it true. She always kept a little extra in her business account for unplanned expenses, but this would stretch the limit.

      She threw away a flyer from the city’s chamber of commerce about an upcoming event and tore up two more applications for credit cards before opening another bill, this one for internet. Included was a reminder that the price would increase this month by nearly ten percent.

      Her heart pounded painfully in her chest as her entire body grew hot. She tossed that bill aside too, opening the next one—a bank overdraft fee from when a client paid her late last month.

      She had known things were bad. But with John in her corner, it had seemed manageable. He’d always laughed off each unexpected expense and said the first year of a new business was hard, but things would turn around soon. They’d had high hopes that the back-to-school sale would bring in locals, and John had agreed to dress up in a rented Santa suit come December for special mini shoots.

      She reached for another piece of mail, and soon the desk was littered with torn envelopes and unpaid invoices. Fury shot through Meredith, a white-hot rage that felt so much better than the searing pain of loss.

      She grabbed a paperweight and threw it with a yell. It clanged against the side of her filing cabinet, leaving a dent, before falling to the floor.

      Bile rose in her throat, and she reached for the garbage can only to dry heave. Icy sweat had her entire body shaking. She laid her head on the desk and covered it with her arms as loud, wracking sobs shook her body.

      Refuse to sink, she repeated, clutching at her hair.

      But she couldn’t lie to herself any longer. Vanessa was on her way back to South Carolina. Sawyer, Zach, and Cheyenne were all at work. John was six feet under. There was no one around to put on a brave face for. She wasn’t just sinking—she was full-on drowning, with no end in sight.

      A bell chimed—probably a well-meaning neighbor who’d noticed her car parked out front and wanted to check in. She hadn’t locked the front door, but the sign was still flipped to closed. The thought of facing a sympathetic churchgoer with another casserole dish only made her crying intensify. She covered her mouth, trying to quiet the sobs.

      “Meredith?” a deep voice asked.

      Sawyer. Relief flooded her, accompanied by an intense need for a hug. She didn’t need to put on a brave face for him. But when she opened her mouth to answer, all that came out was a gasp of air between sobs. Her vision grew dim while the world swirled around her in a sickening kaleidoscope. She felt nauseous. Dizzy.

      Adrift at sea.

      Heavy footsteps sounded in the hallway.

      “Meredith!” In an instant, Sawyer crouched down beside her chair. He hesitated, then pulled her to him in a tight hug. “Oh, Mer.”

      At the pressure of his arms, she collapsed. Meredith inhaled deeply, trying to breathe as the tears flowed in earnest.

      “What happened?” Sawyer asked.

      She gestured helplessly to the pile of notices splayed across her desk. “I’m just so overwhelmed. All these bills… I know I need to close the photography studio and get a job somewhere else, but I don’t even know where to start. And then there’s the scuba shop, and I put most of John’s funeral costs on the credit card.” She hiccuped, burying her face in his chest as her shoulders shook.

      “Hey.” Sawyer pulled away. “You’re not alone, okay? Zach and I have the scuba shop covered for now, so don’t worry about that. We’re not open that many hours during the off season anyway, and that teen we hired over the summer is covering most of them.”

      Well, that was something, at least.

      “And if you want to close the photography studio, I’ll help you figure out how to do it. If you want to keep it open, I’ll do whatever I can to make that happen.” His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. “If you need assistance paying for John’s funeral, I’m happy to do what I can. I’m sure Zach will help, too.”

      Meredith laughed, grabbing a tissue off her desk to wipe her nose. “Geez, can you imagine how embarrassed John would be if I let you help me pay for his funeral?”

      Sawyer’s lips quirked upward in a grin. “He wasn’t that proud.”

      “He absolutely was. Stubborn, too. This place was out of my price range, but he badgered the leasing office until they gave me a discount.” Her smile dropped. She looked around the office and let out a heavy sigh. “I’m going to miss this place.”

      “Hey.” Sawyer patted her back, the movement stilted. “You don’t have to decide now. There’s time⁠—”

      “No.” She glanced at the pile of bills again, her hand curling around her necklace. Waiting wouldn’t make this any easier. “The lease on this place is up at the end of November. I want to get rid of it by then.”

      Sawyer looked like he wanted to protest, but nodded. “Okay then. What should we do first?”

      If only she knew. She looked around the office helplessly, trying to land on a starting point. John would have taken charge and known exactly what to do. She’d always wondered whether that was a trait he came by naturally, or one he developed after years as a SEAL.

      “How about we go through your backdrops and props, that kind of thing?” Sawyer suggested. “I bet you can sell most of it, and that’ll help you pay off the credit card.”

      She grasped at the plan like a lifeline. Memories of John weren’t tied up in any of those items, and they’d be easy enough to sell in one of the online photography groups she frequented. That was how she’d bought most of the items, after all. “Yes, let’s do that.”

      She let Sawyer hoist her to her feet. The world swayed dizzyingly, and she took a moment to steady herself.

      Sawyer folded his arms, his brow furrowed and lips turned down. “Maybe we should stop by Baylor’s first for lunch.”

      Her stomach turned over at the thought of food. How could she simultaneously be hungry and nauseous? “Don’t you need to get back to work?”

      “Nah, I’m mostly done for the day. I can put in a few hours this evening if I need to.” He flashed her a grin. “That’s the beauty of working from home.”

      “Okay. Lunch sounds good, then. Maybe just a sandwich or burger to go.”

      “Whatever you want.”

      What would she do without Sawyer? She was so lucky that John had become friends with him and Zach. “Thank you.”

      “Anytime.” His expression turned serious. “I know Zach and Cheyenne have their own lives, but I don’t have a wife and daughter who need me. I’m on call for you twenty-four seven. John will come down from heaven and kick my butt if I let you figure this out all on your own.”
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