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Prologue

 Lilianna

Two Months ago

The heaves haven’t lessened since I pulled
away from the bar. I turn into a spot and throw my car into park.
Our bench. I didn’t know where else to go. We came here so many
times over the years, a spot we found near the end of high school.
Almost every visit was to celebrate an amazing milestone, like
graduation or when his team won the state championship. We
celebrated here about a month after he was drafted to play
professional football as well. The only time we were here for a sad
moment was when his grandmother passed about ten years ago. Now,
there is no “we.” We aren’t here. I am. Alone. By choice,
but still…. He’ll go to my house first. Hell, he has a key and a
cushion molded to his ass on my couch. I exhale and ignore the tug
of the past for a short time.

It’s the right decision—sever all ties. I
know it is. Well, for him anyway. He’s happy, at least he appears
happy. For him, I would take a bullet, assuming I could shove him
out of the way. For him, I will wallow in heartbreak and stride
forward a tiny bit each day without my almost lifelong best
friend.

Our unlikely friendship started in third
grade when Leo yanked my ponytail hard while taking a step
backward. The memory makes my heart constrict.

“Let go you big oaf!” I recall shouting at
him. It only happened once. He didn’t expect me—barely a whiff of a
girl—to stand up to him and his towering size. Even then his size
was imposing.

He laughed and released the ponytail that
reached to my waist.

I turned to face him. “How dare you? I don’t
even know you!”

“It was either grab your hair or let him
tackle you.” Young Leo pointed to a classmate sprawled at my
feet.

My mighty protector, a role he filled a few
times over the years. “Well, thank you. I’m Lilianna.” I extended
my hand to him.

His hands were gigantic and enveloped mine.
“I’m Leo, short for Leonardo. I guess our parents like long names.”
A sadness filtered into his eyes when he said “parents.”

I shrugged. “Everyone in my family has long
names, except my big brother.”

“How many of you are there?” Leo asked with
his head cast down toward the ground.

“I have three sisters and a brother. I’m
fourth in line. You?”

“It’s just me and my—”

The recess bell rang and cut off our first
conversation. It was the start of a beautiful friendship spanning
most of my life.

The trill of my phone pulls me back to the
present again. A friendship that is now over. I ignore the text
message; I know it’s from Leo.

I’m alone after the final confrontation I’m
willing to have with the enigmatic Danica. His girlfriend comes and
goes from the bar and Leo’s bed when it suits her. Apparently, she
travels frequently for her job. Even though she’s rarely present
for more than four or five nights a month, she has demands of her
boyfriend—demands that include an engagement ring and never
spending time with me alone. She’d prefer he spend no time at all
with me, even though our monthly movie nights have been in place
for the last six or so years. She clearly doesn’t know Leo as well
as I do. He would never betray her. He’s loyal to a fault. It’s not
how he’s built. Additionally, he isn’t interested in me as more
than his best friend, who happens to be a woman. As far as I know,
he never has been.

He’s found family. Choosing to end our
friendship impacts more than me and him. It affects my entire
family, and it isn’t going to go over well at all.

Without thinking, I answer the call that
comes through instead of rejecting it. I can already hear him
talking. Ugh!

“Lilianna, talk to me please.”

“I can't. I love you.”

“I love you too.”

The ache in my heart is difficult to bear,
yet I force out the words. “No, you don't understand. I'm in
love with you.”

I imagine him scrubbing his beefy hand down
his face like he does when he’s frustrated. “Where are you? I want
to talk face-to-face.”

“Don't. I didn't want you to find out like
this. You’re dating someone else. It's not who I am. I'm not a
home-wrecker.”

His tone sounds more forceful and pained.
“Where are you, Stella? We need to talk. I refuse to allow you to
make this decision for me—for us.” He gave me the nickname sometime
in high school after he learned my middle name is Stellaluna. At a
later point, he shared he selected it because I’m his North
Star.

“There is no us. There can't be.” I don't
need to bring up Danica's ultimatum. He's well aware. I'm sure he's
as torn about losing our friendship as I am.

Me on the other hand, “devastated” and
“heartbroken” barely describe the hollow darkness I feel. You would
think we’ve kissed or been together, but I've never tasted his
whiskey-laced lips and likely never will.

I hear the telltale sounds of my alarm and my
new puppy barking. Also, I’m certain, despite his haste, he’ll let
Lola out of the crate and let her out before leaving.

After a few minutes pass, he continues. “I
know where you are. Please wait for me. I’m coming to you.”

“Leonardo, please don’t. I can’t handle more
right now.” My words are disingenuous because the only thing I want
is a huge bear hug and assurance he could be mine. His hugs are
epic and can fix almost anything wrong in my life. No! Not
this! It’ll only make the raw wound gape more.

“Stella, it makes me crazy you’re hurting
right now, and it’s my fault. Stay there, please. This conversation
needs to be in person.”

“Please don’t. This is hard enough. I won’t
make you choose.” A silence falls over the line. I love you,
I whisper in my soul. I pull the phone away from my ear, the call
still connected. “Goodbye, Leonardo. You’re the best friend a girl
could ever ask for.”

I end the call and force my lead-laden feet
to move toward my car. He’ll be here within the next five minutes.
As I crest the hill and stop near the exit, I glance back at our
bench once more. It was a special place. I will never come back
here again. I reminisce a bit too long, until Leo charges into the
lot and parks. I take that as my cue to leave.


Chapter One

 Leonardo

Present day

It’s been two months since Lily ended our
friendship. The details are still vivid in my mind as I sit in my
private office. Lily was sitting at the bar chatting with Miguel,
my bartender, when Danica breezed in. Danica is Lily’s physical
opposite in every way. She’s blonde, bubbly, and has an athletic
build. She works in construction sales and travels the mid-Atlantic
and New England states for work.

I didn’t see it, but my staff indicated after
the incident, she wasn’t pleased with Lily’s presence. Danica
expressed her disgust to my best friend loudly and without regard
for me or my customers. I heard most of her words as I made my way
into the bar area.

“You don’t belong here. Leo is my boyfriend,”
Danica spewed.

“I’m aware. He’s my best friend, and this is
a public place,” Lily calmly replied.

As I rounded the corner, I saw Danica
hovering with her lips near Lily’s ear. From my position, I
couldn’t hear what she said or read her lips. Whatever her words
were, it was enough for Lily to throw back the remainder of her
drink and storm out of my bar.

Spotting me, Danica sauntered over and threw
her arms around me before I could fully process what just
happened.

“What did you say to Lily?”

“The truth,” she replied.

I yanked her arms away from me, and all but
dragged her into my private office. “What is the truth?”

“You don’t want her like you want me. If you
did, I wouldn’t be here. I mean, she’s been following you around
like a lost puppy for the last…. It doesn’t matter. You’re mine,
and she has no place in your life.”

Has she listened to anything I’ve shared
about myself? It’s absolutely the other way around. “No, you’re
wrong. She’s the reason I’m where I am. Along with her family, she
saved me from life circumstances and poor decisions more than
once.”

“I don’t care. It’s her or me. I meant what I
said, Leo. I want her gone, and I want a ring.”

“I’m not having this discussion with you
again. We haven’t been together long enough for me to consider
marrying you. Hell, I don’t love you. More importantly, I will not
give up my friendship with Lily or her family for you.”

“Are you sure you want to choose her over
us?”

“It isn’t that simple, Danica.”

“Yes, it is,” she bit back.

“Then, yes, I’m choosing Lily and her family
over you.”

When I didn’t add more fuel to the argument,
she stated, “Fine, I’m done.” Without another word, she turned on
her stilettos and walked back out the way she came.

I pulled my phone from my pocket and thumbed
a text to Lily. Doubting I would get an answer, I grabbed my keys
and hustled to my truck. I sent a few more texts, demanding to know
where she was. On the way to her place, I took a chance and called
her. Much to my surprise, she answered. I keyed open the front door
to find her not home, but Lola, her new fluffy puppy, was whining
in her crate.

The conversation that ensued was nowhere near
what I expected. The faster I want to move, the more time it took
to get Lola back into her crate. By the time I made it to our
spot—our bench—all I saw was her taillights.

These last two months since she ended our
friendship has been close to the worst time of my life. The only
other times I was this miserable was when my dream was stolen with
one unfortunate tackle and when my grandmother died. I’ve tried
everything I could think of to get her to talk to me. I even
stooped to reaching out to Mama Cappelli for assistance.

Like Lily’s sisters before her, Mama told me
to keep trying. “Leonardo, I love you as if I birthed you. Only you
can fix this with Lilianna. You have too much history to give up so
easily.”

“I won’t give up.”

“Good” was all she said before ending the
call.

I refuse to give up the only true family I’ve
ever known, aside from Gran. My early life story, which I’ve
gleaned over the years from anecdotes and cautionary tales,
includes my mother, who was an alcoholic, leaving me with my father
at eight months old. It only took him a few months of single
parenthood to leave me with Gran. We moved to York Beach the summer
before third grade.

Lily has been beside me through it all. From
the time we met, she and her family became my family. Mama and Papa
Cappelli never looked down on the kid who stole food from their
pantry. Once she realized I didn’t have enough to eat at home, Mama
prepared extra plates for me every Sunday to take with me. Lily
would have extra food in her lunch for me if I needed it after that
point too.

Over the years, Lily has had two
relationships of note. Her relationship with Matt, during college,
required some intervention from me. Matt never treated her well,
and I caught him with another girl at a campus hangout after
practice one evening. It was helpful my teammates were present at
the time. As the other girl and my teammates watched, he called
Lily and dumped her. I strongly suggested he lose her number. He
did, and the other girl left him as well.

Her second relationship was with Oliver. I
mentally refer to him as “the suit.” On paper, the two of them were
an excellent match. Lily is book smart, funny, and gorgeous. She’s
a bit taller than average, but her curves belie her height.
Objectively, Oliver met the societal standard of good-looking and
smart. He seemed to treat her right, so I didn’t interfere. Nor did
I share my interest in pursuing a relationship with her.

Danica hasn’t been around to see me since I
chose Lily, but she has sent a few texts and left messages. I
haven’t responded to any of them, nor do I intend to. Not only did
my former girlfriend expect me to end my relationship with my
family, but she didn’t trust me with Lily either. I’m not the one
who travels often. If anyone should be concerned about
faithfulness, it should have been me.

Wrestling with losing Lily has been abject
torture. When Lily spilled her deepest feelings to me, my gut
churned. Lily knows all my dreams and secrets. No one else knows me
as well as she does, not even my girlfriend—well, my ex-girlfriend.
There was a time earlier in our friendship when I thought Lily and
I could be great together.

The more I considered us as a couple, the
more I felt it would never work. I couldn’t risk our friendship or
my family if our relationship didn’t work out. Now, having not
spoken to Lily for nearly two months and the prospect of seeing her
at Frankie’s wedding this weekend, I may have underestimated my
feelings for her. The constant nagging ache in my chest and the
urge to call or text her hasn’t diminished. In fact, it grows
stronger each day. Perhaps I’ve been in love with Lilianna my
entire life. I didn’t realize what real love was until I lost it.
More accurately, Lily took it back.

Unsure of how to handle my emotions, I bury
myself in paperwork. When I reach the bottom of the pile, I notice
an envelope with Lily’s signature stamp in the upper left corner.
When did this arrive? Was she here?

Though she refuses to talk to me or see me,
she’s still working for me. Sort of. When I was drafted, I asked
Lily to manage my signing bonus, salary, and investments, much to
the dismay of my agent at the time. She agreed despite her position
as a portfolio manager for Upton Gerber. It’s one of the largest
brokerage companies in the country. Each month, she provides a
report of my financial status. I tear into the envelope, hoping to
find her usual cheerful note. Unfortunately, I find only the
report. The fact she continues to help me but refuses to talk to me
widens the divide in my heart. In the wee hours of the morning, I
trudge upstairs to my apartment and try to sleep away the major
missteps I’ve made in my love life.

Normally, a potential suitor would have a
best friend to enlist in the pursuit of a woman he desires. In my
case with Lily, I am—was—no, I am the best friend, which leaves her
sisters, who are basically my sisters. They have adamantly and
fervently done everything in their power to avoid helping me.
Outside of saying, “Talk to Lily,” from Lia, Frankie offered,
“Force Lily to talk to you, but don’t hurt her more,” and my
personal favorite from Lina, “Get your head and your heart right,
then chase her. She’s absolutely worth it, and you know you can’t
survive without her,” my sisters have been unhelpful.

Each of them is undoubtedly correct. I don’t
know what else to try. Lily isn’t a grand-gesture type of woman.
She’s private and reserved with her affection to everyone… except
me. It wasn’t until Danica’s edict that Lily regressed to our
teenage “no touching each other at all” stance. I don’t mean in a
sexual way. It wasn’t abnormal for her to curl up against me during
movie night, curl her hands around my bicep, or seek comfort in my
arms when something went awry, like her douchebag ex-brother-in-law
being released from prison, albeit for a brief time.

I consider my options while fitfully chasing
sleep. I fail miserably.

 


Over the rest of the week, I haven’t made any
progress in deciding the best way to mend my relationship with
Lily. I’ve been going back and forth trying to decide if I’m still
welcome at Frankie’s wedding. It wasn’t my choice to end our
friendship. I weighed the pros and cons numerous times before
deciding all I can do is use my invitation as an avenue to show up
for my family. While I’m there, I can only hope to steal some time
with her on the dance floor or a private moment after the ceremony.
Her sisters may not want to intervene, but Frankie asked me to
partner with Lily for the introductions due to the size of her
bridal party. With that in mind, I foresee a scenario where Lily
and I have no choice but to speak to one another later today.

After I tug on my suit pants, dress shirt,
and shoes, I grab my ticket to getting Lily to talk to me. She
knows nearly everything about me. This box may be the only thing of
mine she doesn’t know, because it’s all about her—the box and my
tattoo, I guess. I sift through the contents and smile, hoping this
will be enough to entice her to listen. With my jacket and tie
slung over one arm and my box for Lily under the other, I make my
way downstairs into my bar.

I opened Endzone Draft and Barrel within six
months of my career ending. The tackle looked textbook no matter
how many times I replay it in my mind or watch the footage.
However, a third significant concussion in five years was enough
for me to wise up. The building was a dump when I bought it. With
some professional assistance and a lot of sweat equity, I turned it
into a successful sports bar with a craft whiskey distillery on the
side.

“Morning, Miguel,” I greet my bartender as I
enter the main area. Miguel has a similar background to me. We were
teammates in high school. The only difference between him and me is
I was afforded the chance to go pro for a short time. He
wasn’t.

“Morning, boss. Looking spiffy. Wedding
today, huh?”

I glare at him. “Yes. No, I don’t want to
talk about Lily.”

“Can I admit I miss having Lily around, but
Danica not so much?”

“You just did.”

He shrugs. “Good luck winning back our
girl.”

I miss her to my marrow. “Not mine or
yours.”

“At least one of us has a shot though,” he
admits.

“Maybe.”

Confident in my choice to attend the wedding,
I wave at Miguel and head into the parking lot. I set my jacket and
tie on the seat and the box in the footwell on the passenger side.
Realizing I left last night’s deposit in my office, I hurry back
inside. After stashing the deposit into my bag, I sling it over my
shoulder and make my way back to the bar. It’s then when I smell
it—the telltale scent of rotten eggs.

“Miguel, get out!” I yell.

When he doesn’t answer, I search for him in
the main area but come up empty. I stow my bag the near the coat
room and resume my search, checking the storage room, then barrel
room. As I move toward the basement, a loud boom reverberates, and
the floor beneath my feet shakes. It’s the last thing I
remember.


Chapter Two

 Lilianna

Brave face, Lily. Smile and get dolled up.
Today is about Frankie and Tommy. We’re getting ready in the
bridal suite at the hotel near the Hartley Mason Reserve. It’s the
same location Luca and Willa used for their wedding. It’s stunning,
and both Frankie and Tommy have an affinity for the water.
Truthfully, I do as well. All the Cappelli women, plus Ellie, my
soon-to-be official niece, are almost ready. I was doing fine until
my sister Lina asked if Leo was still coming.

“I don’t know. I haven’t talked to him in a
couple months.”

“Oh, Lily.” Lina judges me with two words and
a disdainful tone.

“Do you know something I don’t?”

“No, but you can’t ignore him forever.” The
look on her face says something else entirely.

“Spill, Lina,” I demand.

“Nothing to tell exactly. He asked me for
advice since your heated exchange with Danica at the bar. He said
you’ve been distant.”

“And?”

“I told him he needed to get you to talk to
him.”

“I’m miserable and heartbroken. He’s the only
person who can repair the damage. Except, he doesn’t want me.”

“Are you sure about that?” Lia, my youngest
sister, asks, joining our conversation.

“Nothing he has said or done since I shared
my feelings indicates he does.”

“How many times has he called or texted?”
Frankie interjects.

No reason not to share the truth. “At least
twice a day.”

“Lily!” Lina shrieks. “You need to hear him
out.”

“Do I? If he loved me, he would’ve told me
when I divulged my feelings to him.”

My sisters gasp collectively.

“You told him the truth?” Frankie whispers
and takes my hands in hers. She looks gorgeous. Her Kelly Barnett
original is a fitted, silk gown with covered buttons down her back
and train.

“Yes, I told him the complete, unvarnished
truth, and he didn’t respond in kind. I’ll be fine eventually. I’m
sorry I messed everything up for all of you.”

The rest of my sisters swarm and hug me
close. They understand the type of relationship I want with my
future husband. Each of them wants it too. Our parents have been
married forty-plus years. They love hard and completely, and still
disagree, make up, go on dates, and dote on us, our brother, and
our children.

The hardest part of choosing myself is Leo
loses his family too. No matter how much it pierces my soul, I
can’t go back to before I shared my feelings, even to give him his
found family back. At least… it won’t be anytime soon.

Once each of us is photo ready, we take the
bridal party photos beforehand. We move to the ceremony location
while Ellie does a first look with her dad before Frankie does one
too.

Frankie walks down the runner on our dad’s
arm. Tears stream down his face like I’ve only seen once before—in
his own wedding video. My father was the epitome of an overcome,
emotional groom. He may have been overcome when Lina married
Derrick, but I was younger and not paying attention to those
details. Once Tommy takes her hand, I cautiously scan the crowd row
by row and come up empty. I restart from the opposite side this
time. Still no Leo.

Frustration blooms in my chest. This is
all my fault, I admonish myself. He should be here despite our
current status. I consider checking again, but I know the result
will be the same.

Frankie gifts Ellie a beautiful necklace to
symbolize the three of them as a family. Tess, Ellie’s mom, is here
and smiling. Their relationship took some time to settle. Now Tess
sees Frankie for what she is… an amazing bonus mom for Ellie.

The justice of the peace disturbs my
thoughts, saying, “You may kiss your bride.”

Tommy dips Frankie as they share their first
married kiss. Almost simultaneously, every cop in
attendance—including Smithson, Davis, and Captain Ramirez—check
their phones.

I’ve seen this scene before. Each one kisses
their wife or significant other and rushes away. Unfortunately,
after Smithson kisses his fiancée, Scarlett, he moves beside
me.

“Lily, there’s been an explosion at
Endzone.”

Leo. No, this can’t be happening.

“Is he…?” My voices cracks as I speak, and I
grab his forearm to prevent myself from keeling over. It takes
monumental resolve to remain on my feet.

“I don’t know.”

“Where should I go? There or to the
hospital?”

Smithson considers his answer. “I would
suggest York Memorial. By the time you get to the scene, EMTs will
likely have started transport.”

Logically, he’s right. It would take me
twenty minutes to get to the bar—what’s left of it anyway—whereas
it’ll take ten to get to the hospital from here. “Thank you,
Smithson.”

“You good?”

“Not even a little, but go.”

He turns and rushes to his vehicle.

Mama and Lia converge on me. Lia thrusts my
phone and purse into my hand and takes my flowers.

“Call us when you know anything. We’ll talk
to Frankie,” Lia informs me.

“Mama—” Tears flood my eyes.

In a strong, stalwart tone, Mama interrupts.
“No, Lilianna. Do not even consider it as a possibility. You don’t
have enough information. Leonardo needs you. Go now! Willa already
left.”

I pluck off my heels and run to my car faster
than I did in the state track championship race in high school. The
route to the hospital is blurry as I fight back tears and break
every speed limit to arrive as quickly as possible. I shove the
shifter into park before rushing to the emergency room.

The ambulance bay doors slam open. My stomach
is in knots as the EMT starts to speak. “Twenty-year….”

I stopped listening after hearing the age of
the patient. I pace back and forth until the doors crash against
the wall again.

“What have we got?” a nurse I don’t know
asks.

“Male driver, unknown age, pronounced on
scene.”

Not Leo. I can’t handle losing him. It’s one
thing for him to be alive and happy with someone else. It’s
something else for him to be gone.

My phone pings in my hand.

Willa: Where are you?

Me: Waiting in the ER. Do you know
something?

Willa: I’ll be right there.

My sister-in-law’s position as director of
nursing affords her access and faster updates. The fact she didn’t
answer doesn’t ease my anxiety right now. Within a minute, she’s
beside me.

“Willa, do you have any information?”

She loops her arm around mine, leads me
forward, and says, “Two victims were brought here from the bar. Leo
has a serious head injury and Miguel didn’t make it.”

Fear, anger, and anguish hit me at once. My
knees start to buckle, but Willa is stronger than I give her credit
for despite being markedly pregnant. She props me up against the
door of a hospital room. My eyes dart to the monitor. A steady
heart rate scrolls along the top of the screen. Then my gaze drops
to the bed. The mixture of emotions coursing through me is
inexplicable. I’ve never been ecstatic and distraught at the sight
of his scruffy beard and imperfect nose at the same time. Tears
rush down my cheeks as I attempt to enter his room.

Willa stops me cold with her next question.
“Lily, who is his medical power of attorney?”

I push out a harsh breath. “Me.”

“Who is his neurologist?”

“Dr. Rothstein.”

“Okay. I’ll inform the on-call neurologist to
contact Dr. Rothstein given Leo’s history. You need to deal with
the blonde ball of fury in the private waiting room.”

My head drops of its own volition. The last
person I want to see right now is Danica. “Can I?” Willa knows what
I’m asking.

“Keep it brief. Only family is allowed to
visit.”

Willa’s words make my stomach drop to my
toes. I step inside his room and approach the bed slower than you
would think. The nurse shifts to her left. My hand shakes
uncontrollably as I reach for his. I cover his hand with mine and
will every ounce of strength I have into him. Aside from the fact
he’s unconscious and lying in a hospital bed, his outward injuries
appear minor. There’s a small gash near his left eyebrow and some
minor abrasions on his hands. Reaching deep for resolve I didn’t
know I possessed, I step outside.

I don’t need to search for the number; I have
it programmed in my phone. Leo went to a follow-up with Dr.
Rothstein three months ago. Like every appointment since his first
concussion, I was beside him. I leave a message with his answering
service, indicating my call is urgent. There isn’t anything else I
can do at this point except wait for the specialist to call me
back. I send a message to Lina with an update.

Me: Leo has a head injury. Called his neuro.
Need to deal with Danica.

Lina: Thanks. I’ll inform everyone. Good
luck. LY

Me: LY2.

I steel my resolve and make my way to the
private waiting room. With a deep breath, I knock and enter the
room.

“What are you doing here?” Danica states.

Through gritted teeth, I reply, “The last
thing I want to do is fight with you. I made the hardest choice
I’ve ever had to make for Leo by walking away. Current
circumstances dictate I’m back for now.”

“I want to see him,” she demands.

“No. They are only allowing family for
now.”

Danica points her bony, unmanicured finger at
me and spews, “You aren’t family.”

It takes deep strength not to break her
finger. We are family in every way that matters. “Technically, no.
However, I know how he earned each scar on his body, the name and
contact number for his doctors, and I’m also his medical power of
attorney, and he’s mine.”

She’s momentarily stunned silent. “What am I
supposed to do? I want him back.”

Now it’s my turn to be speechless. As much as
I would like to dig into her statement, I don’t have the time or
gumption right now. “Danica, I’m sorry but you can’t see him right
now.”

More venom spills from her lips. “It must be
a heady experience to have all the power back, isn’t it?”

Be the bigger person, Lilianna. “The
power was never mine or yours. It was always Leo’s.” I consider my
words carefully. “I don’t know what happened between you and Leo
since our heated discussion at Endzone. I don’t want to know,
especially from your perspective. The best I can do is agree to let
you know if he’s allowed nonfamily visitors and if he wishes to see
you.”

She doesn’t dignify my statement with a
reply. Turning on her heel, she leaves the private waiting room. I
take a few settling breaths before returning to Leo’s side.

Nothing has changed since I left, other than
Willa—clad in her bridesmaid gown showcasing her bump—looking out
the window.

“Thank you, Willa,” I offer.

“Least I could do considering I sent you to
deal with the she-devil.”

Containing a laugh is impossible. “She wasn’t
happy to see me at all.”

“I gather she didn’t take the news well.”

“More like she wasn’t pleased I’m here and
she can’t be. Although she did mention they aren’t a couple
anymore.”

Willa raises an arched eyebrow. “Really? Not
something she should share if she truly wanted to get in here.”

“She shared after she demanded entry.”

“That makes more sense,” Willa observes. “Dr.
Rothstein is on his way.”

“Thanks. Can I lay with him?”

“Be careful of the tubes.”

I nod. “Willa?”

“Yeah?”

Palpable sadness constricts my heart. “When
Miguel’s brother arrives, please let me know.”

“I will.” She leaves the room.

As carefully as possible, I lie on the edge
of the bed beside Leo and set my hand on his chest lightly. “Leo, I
don’t know if you can hear me…. When you asked me to be your
medical decision maker, I didn’t intend for it to be so soon.”
While I gather my thoughts to share more, Dr. Rothstein arrives.
With slow and precise movements, I push to my feet.

“Miss Cappelli, I would have preferred to see
you again under different circumstances.”

I take his extended hand. “As would I.”

He scans Leo’s chart and makes a few notes.
“His chart indicates he likely suffered a blast injury from the
explosion but wasn’t a primary victim. The results of his CT scan
are pending. Once I review it, we can determine next steps.”

“Thank you. Does his chart indicate whether
he regained consciousness at all?”

“Only indication is he kept repeating
‘Stella.’ He’s sedated right now.”

Oh, Moon. He leaves the room,
presumably to request the test for Leo, and I sit on the edge of
the bed again.

Before I speak to Leo again, Willa knocks on
the doorframe. “The rest of the family is in the large waiting
room.”

“Thanks, Willa. I’ll be out soon.”

“Okay. I’ll let them know.” She closes the
door as she retreats.

My gaze settles on the man I love more than
words could ever properly express. If only he loved me back…. Yet
there’s no place I would be than right here. Maybe, after Danica’s
admission, we might have a chance for an “us.”

A technician appears in the doorway to
transport him for his scan.

I swipe the stray tear and press a kiss to
his forehead. “Don’t quit on me, Moon. We have things to
discuss.”

He wheels Leo down the hall, and I make my
way to the waiting area with my family—our family.


Chapter Three

 Lilianna

Every family member is still decked out in
their wedding attire, except for Antonio. He shed his tie and dress
shirt already. Frankie and Tommy are here as well.

“I’m sorry, Frankie.”

She pulls me into a hug. “Nothing to be sorry
for.” My sister releases me.

“You should be packing for your honeymoon in
Turks and Caicos.”

“We have time,” the bride replies.

“Promise me you’ll go.”

“We will,” Tommy assures me.

“Auntie, is Uncle Leo going to be okay?” Em
asks with her arms wrapped around me tightly. They have always
addressed him as “uncle” though we aren’t a couple.

Lying isn’t my intention, but I don’t have a
good answer for her. “I hope so, sweetie.”

“Me too. He builds amazing forts, and I love
him lots.”

Same, Em. Same.

“We brought you some food and a piece of
cake.” Mama shoves the Styrofoam carton into my hands. “Eat,” she
demands.

There’s no room for me to dismiss her. I take
a seat and dig in to the food. Surprisingly, it’s tasty
lukewarm.

“Do you have an update?” Lia asks
cautiously.

“Not really. They’re running tests.
Considering his older injuries, Dr. Rothstein is checking
everything before making a recommendation. I can’t fathom a guess
as to what he would suggest as a treatment. The last time Leo had a
concussion, he needed to get glasses and decided to quit the game
he loves.” I can’t imagine making a life-altering decision for him.
Yet it’s exactly the position I may find myself in.

“How you holding up, piccola?”

My father has been calling me tiny since I
was a young girl. “I’m doing the best I can, Papa. He’s….”

“Your other half, and you’re hurting because
he doesn’t see it.”

I’m rendered mute. Of course my father would
see my love for Leo painted on my face.

“My darling, Leo will figure it out
eventually. For now, we focus on his health and then the rest.”

“Thanks, Papa.” I finish the food and join Em
and Antonio at the small table to color.

“Uncle Leo will be fine, Auntie. He’s a big,
strong dude. He’s got this,” Antonio assures me.

From your lips, little buddy. “Thanks,
bud.”

He shrugs. “Anytime.”

There’s a strong knock on the door about an
hour later. “Miss Cappelli, Dr. Rothstein would like to speak with
you.”

“I’ll be right out.” I rise from the floor
and take a sharp inhale. The nurse leads me into a private room a
few doors away.

“Lily, please have a seat.” Dr. Rothstein
motions to the chair on the opposite side of the square table in
the sterile, nondescript room. It’s devoid of wall art as well.

I settle myself and hope the news he has
isn’t tragic. “Give it to me straight please.”

“Leo has a tertiary blast injury. He has an
acceleration
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