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   I fell for Connor Drake. I didn’t want to; I fought against it, but 

I fell in love with him anyway. With his words. With his poetry. With 

him. The gentleness and beauty of his soul that speaks directly to 

mine. He writes as if he can feel my heart, hear its cadence and com-

pose the exact right lyrics to accompany every beat and flow.

   I’m in love with Connor…so why do I feel an inexplicable pull to 

his best friend, Weston? Grouchy, sullen, brooding Weston Turner, 

who could cut you down with a look. Fiercely intelligent with a razor 

sharp wit and acid tongue, he’s the exact opposite of Connor in every 

way, and yet there’s electricity in the air between us. The thorny barbs 

Weston wraps around himself can’t keep me away.

   But the more time I spend with these men, the more tangled 

and confused my emotions become. When they both sign up for the 

Army Reserves during a time of increasing strife in the Middle East, 

I fear I’ll never unravel my own heart that sometimes feels as if it will 

tear straight down the middle…for both of them.
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AUTHOR’S 

Note
This book was written in the Before. Before my life 

changed forever. Before I stepped into the dark forest and 

realized I could not go back the way I’d come. It was closed 

to me forever. The duet itself is a story of transformation 

and overcoming tremendous adversity, and it’s happened 

more times than I can count in my writing career that 

art and life intertwine in mind-boggling ways. There are 

no coincidences. I cannot go back, only forward, and so 

I give you this book, from the Before, with all my hope, 

best intentions, and my love because the first lesson the 

After taught me is that love is all that’s ever mattered; now, 

then, and forever.
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PART I

Sinclair Prep
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PROLOGUE

“Almost  Empty”

by Weston J. Turner, age 12

I was seven-years-old when my dad left us. That morning, 

he showered, shaved, and dressed in a suit and tie, same as 

always. Drank his coffee at the kitchen counter while we ate 

breakfast, same as always. He kissed Ma on the cheek, told 

my sisters and me to be good, and drove off in his Nissan 

Altima. Same as always.

At school, in Mr. Fitzsimmons’ math class, I got a funny 

feeling in my stomach. By noon, my stomach churned and 

my skin was hot. I barely made it to the big gray trash can 

at the end of the row of tables in the cafeteria before puking 

my guts out. 

The lunch supervisor sent me to the nurse, and the nurse 

called Dad, but he wasn’t at his office. Ma had to come and 

get me, grousing the whole time that she’d had to take a bus 

from work—Dad drove our only car. 

Ma and I got off the 9 bus, and walked down the street 

toward our house. We lived in Woburn, a little north of the 

city, in a shabby little house with blue siding and a white 

roof at the end of a cul-de-sac. On the street, with two huge 

suitcases in hand, was my father. He was stuffing one into 
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the trunk of his car and the other was at his feet. He froze 

when he saw us. 

Ma started walking fast, then running, demanding to 

know what my father was up to, louder and louder. She 

let go of my hand because I could hardly keep up, and left 

me on the curb while she rushed to him. They talked, but 

I couldn’t hear what they said through the fever that stuffed 

my head like cotton. 

Ma looked more scared than I’d ever seen her. She start-

ed crying, then screaming. Dad talked in a low voice, then 

threw up his hand and slammed the trunk of the car. In 

my delirium, the sound was huge. A bomb going off. A me-

teor smashing us out of our home, destroying everything, 

leaving behind a huge crater. A hole blasted in the center 

of each of us.

Dad tore out of my mother’s slapping, grasping hands, 

and climbed into the front seat to start the car. Ma screamed 

and screamed that he was no kind of man, and then col-

lapsed to her knees, sobbing and telling him to go and never 

come back. 

Dad drove the car off the curb and around the cul-de-sac. 

He slowed in front of me and waved once from behind his 

closed window. Guilt had turned his features into someone 

unrecognizable. 

I shook my head no, and kicked the passenger door. 

He kept going. I slammed my hand on trunk. No!

He didn’t stop. 

For a second, I stood with my pulse rushing in my ears 

and my face on fire, watching the car roll away. Then I ran. 

I  ran after him as fast as I could. I shouted at him as loud as 

I could, hot tears streaking down my burning skin. 

Did he see me in his rearview? He must have; a seven-

year-old boy screaming for his dad to come back, while 


