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 Chapter 1 
 
    Violet 
 
    Luca brushed the hair back from my face, his warm breath bathing my cheek before he touched his lips to my temple. “I’m leaving, baby. Sleep as long as you want. I’ll drop Love Bug off at school on my way to practice.” 
 
    “Love you,” I garbled sleepily, snuggling deeper into his pillow, the one I’d greedily snatched and pressed my face into when he’d gotten out of bed for his shower earlier. I couldn’t sleep without his smell surrounding me. 
 
    “I love you so much, Vi,” he whispered, kissing me again. 
 
    That was the last thing I remembered before letting sleep consume me again, confident that he would take care of our daughter. It had been our routine ever since Love Bug started kindergarten in August. Luca kicked off his day and then took care of our child, getting her ready for school, the two of them having breakfast together. It never failed to put Love Bug in a good mood to begin her day with her favorite person in the universe. Meanwhile, I got to sleep in and take my time getting out of bed. 
 
    Something, it seemed, I needed lately. No matter how much sleep I got, I was always tired. Drained. And then there were the moments of dizziness throughout the day that I hadn’t told anyone about, because they scared the hell out of me. I remembered these symptoms all too vividly. 
 
    Only, they hadn’t been mine. 
 
    My eyes snapped open with a gasp, and I rolled over, away from Luca’s pillow, as heart-wrenching pain and guilt twisted inside me. Clenching my eyes closed, I tried to contain my tears, but they still slipped through anyway. 
 
    “Remi,” I breathed, speaking to the ghost who never seemed far from my thoughts. “I can’t be sick. Our love bug can’t lose both of us.” 
 
    As expected, he didn’t answer. There were no comforting arms to wrap around me. No sweet words to calm my racing mind. Just the silence of the house in which my daughter and I had made a home with Luca. 
 
    Nausea tossed and turned in my stomach. Carefully, to avoid the dizziness that I’d learned came with sitting upright or standing too quickly, I climbed out of the huge bed and slowly walked into the adjoining bathroom. Sitting on the toilet, I leaned forward with my face in my hands, breathing in deeply until the queasiness passed, the trash can ready at my feet, just in case. 
 
    It took a while, but I eventually stood. Thankfully, without puking, which had been hit or miss over the previous week or so. My head was pounding, and I just wanted to crawl back into bed and cry. But I would need to pick up Love Bug from school when it was time since Luca would still be at practice. 
 
    After washing my hands, I opened the medicine cabinet and grabbed the bottle of Tylenol, hoping it would ease some of the throbbing behind my eyeballs. As I wrapped my fingers around the bottle, my eyes were drawn to the box sitting on the bottom shelf. 
 
    Shaw had been so excited when she’d taken the pregnancy test the week before. Wanting to surprise Jagger, she’d taken the test here. When we’d both started screaming in glee at the sight of the positive test, Luca had come running and nearly broken down the bathroom door to get to me. Once he realized what was going on, he’d calmed down and then walked off, grumbling—but only after congratulating Shaw on her second pregnancy. 
 
    Placing the Tylenol bottle on the sink, I reached for the box. There was an extra test inside, and I pulled out the wrapped stick. Teeth sinking into my bottom lip, I lifted my eyes to meet my own gaze in the mirror. “No,” I muttered to my reflection. “You have an IUD. There’s no way you’re pregnant.” 
 
    And even though I knew it was just a waste of time, I opened the packaging and walked back to the toilet. After peeing on the stick—thankfully I had just enough to get the stick wet after relieving myself earlier—I sat there with my panties around my ankles and watched as the clear box slowly filled with the urine. The first line turned pink, and I rolled my eyes, knowing the second wouldn’t change color. 
 
    But I had felt that sharp pain several weeks before. Luca and I had gotten a little rough. Afterward, I’d spotted a bit, and Luca had been so upset with himself that he’d treated me like I was breakable the next few times we’d had sex. He still tried to keep things in the mild zone, but I hated it when he held himself back. I wanted all of him, focused on me and only me when we were in our bed. 
 
    I was so lost in the memory of the night I’d experienced that moment of pain that I wasn’t paying attention to the test. When I glanced down, I nearly dropped the stick. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed. 
 
    My body began to tremble. Pregnancy would explain all the symptoms I’d been having, which would mean I wasn’t sick like Remington had been. That was a huge relief. A baby wasn’t nearly as terrifying as cancer. 
 
    Having another baby wasn’t something Luca and I had talked about. At Aunt Emmie’s Christmas Eve party two years before, Layla had asked us when we planned on having more kids, but Luca had said he wasn’t in any rush to add to our perfect little family. And in truth, I wasn’t either. Love Bug was enough for me. 
 
    But I’d be lying if I said the need to have Luca’s biological child wasn’t something I craved from time to time. 
 
    He was so good with Love Bug, and every time I watched him with Lyric’s kids, the urge for more babies became a fever. Then I’d had a brief moment of jealousy when Shaw’s stick had been positive. I was so happy for her, but I was a little sad for myself as well. 
 
    The sting of tears burned my eyes at the same time my lips lifted into a smile. “I’m pregnant.” 
 
    I barely had time to enjoy the joyous moment before the fear spiked through my blood. 
 
    I had an IUD. 
 
    I shouldn’t be pregnant. 
 
    Nausea hit me again, and I quickly grabbed the trash can. Even as I was dry heaving, the fear of all the possibilities began to race through my mind. What if it was an ectopic pregnancy? I would lose the baby. I couldn’t lose another person I loved. And I did already love the little person growing inside me. I’d dreamed of this day, of finding out I was pregnant with Luca’s baby, since I was old enough to imagine having a family with him… 
 
    Oh shit! 
 
    What if the IUD had shifted and was now somewhere inside my abdomen? 
 
    Fuck, why had I picked an IUD as my form of birth control anyway? I’d heard horror stories about them, but Aunt Dallas had assured me that they were safe, and it meant not having to subject my body to extra hormones like on the pill or with the shot. I’d just had the damn thing replaced six months ago. 
 
    By the time I got myself cleaned up and found my phone, my mind was in complete chaos. Fingers trembling, I called my gynecologist and explained what was going on. The receptionist told me to come straight in. They needed to do an ultrasound to find out where the IUD was. 
 
    Freaking out, I texted Brady to let him know I needed to go to the doctor. I knew I wouldn’t make it to my appointment and be back in time to pick up Love Bug. While I threw on clothes, I called Aunt Marissa and asked her to pick up my daughter. She lived just a few blocks from the elementary school and enjoyed spending time with Love Bug. They would walk back to the Nialls’ house and have some ice cream on the way. 
 
    “Not a problem, sweetheart,” Aunt Marissa assured me. “But are you okay? You don’t sound like yourself.” 
 
    “I’ve got a bad headache.” Not a lie, I mentally assured myself when I felt a moment of guilt for not telling her what was going on. “And I’m out of my migraine medication. I have to see the doctor before I can get a refill.” 
 
    “Oh honey, I’m so sorry. You worry about getting yourself sorted, and I’ll take care of your sweet little girl.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered in gratitude before hanging up. Dashing at the tears that had fallen onto my cheeks, I grabbed my purse and carefully walked downstairs. 
 
    Brady was already behind the wheel of my SUV. Seeing me, he jumped out and opened the back door. “You okay, Violet?” he asked with concern when he noted the dark sunglasses I wore. But not even they could hide the tear streaks on my face or how pale I was. 
 
    “Not feeling the best today, Brady,” I told him with a tight smile. “And don’t you dare tell Luca. I don’t want him freaking out, when he has a game on Sunday. You know how he takes it out on the other team’s offense when he’s stressed.” 
 
    My bodyguard grimaced. “That quarterback from last season still hasn’t completely recovered from the concussion Luca gave him.” 
 
    “Which is why this needs to stay between us. I’ll tell Luca after I’ve seen the doctor.” 
 
    Two hours later, I left the doctor’s office feeling lighter than I had when I entered. They had found the IUD, which they’d had to remove. The sharp pain I’d had weeks before was the device coming free, and it had basically been floating around in my uterus all this time. 
 
    The ultrasound had also ruled out an ectopic pregnancy, which was a relief. When the tech had found the heartbeat, I’d burst into tears. Which was why I’d missed her telling me about the second heartbeat the first time. 
 
    I should have freaking known. 
 
    With Lyric having two sets of twins, I shouldn’t have been surprised that Luca would get me pregnant with twins as well. The babies shared the same sac, which meant they were identical. I was surprised they were able to tell so soon. With the boys, Mila had had to wait until she gave birth, and she hadn’t known whether she was having identical or fraternal twins until later in her pregnancy with the girls. But even in the few years since her last pregnancy, the technology had advanced dramatically. 
 
    Like Shaw did with Jagger, I wanted to surprise Luca with this new development, but I needed to share the news with someone before I exploded with excitement and happiness. 
 
    Pulling out my phone, I texted Shaw. 
 
    Me: OMG! I have huge news. 
 
    Shaw: You finally set a wedding date! 
 
    I frowned at her instant reply, my gut churning for an entirely different reason all of a sudden. More than one family member had been bringing up when Luca and I were going to set a date. His mom was always on my case about when the wedding was going to take place. She was starting to get on my nerves, asking if we were going to do it at all. Fuck, that woman only got more and more annoying every time I saw her. But I’d put her and the others off over and over again. 
 
    It wasn’t that I didn’t want to get married. I…just wasn’t ready. 
 
    Me: No! Why would you think that? 
 
    Shaw: Oh, I don’t know, Vi. Maybe because you have been engaged for FREAKING YEARS now. Set a date already! 
 
    Me: It hasn’t been that long since Luca proposed… 
 
    Pausing with my fingers on the screen, I blinked, trying to remember how long it’d been since Luca had surprised me with breakfast in bed—and a ring box. Glancing at the glittering diamond on my left hand, I sucked my bottom lip between my teeth. 
 
    Me: OMG, it’s been flipping years! 
 
    Shaw: Yup. 
 
    Shaw: I think it’s time you started making plans. 
 
    Me: It’s not that easy… 
 
    No one understood why I wasn’t ready to become Luca’s wife. Our life was perfect. We were together and had our beautiful daughter, whom Luca doted on. Marrying him meant I had to do the one thing I wasn’t sure I was ready for—or if I ever would be. 
 
    Completely letting go of Remington. 
 
    Shaw: What’s not easy about it? 
 
    Shaw: You set a date. Buy a dress. Invite people. 
 
    Shaw: And you definitely have to have a traditional wedding this time or Uncle Shane will shit a brick. No running off to Vegas like with…Remington. 
 
    Shaw: Ohhhhh. 
 
    At least she’d finally put it together. I’d thought I was going to have to spell it out, and I hated talking about it, even to my best friend. She didn’t understand. There was only ever Jagger for her. I’d had Luca, then we’d lost each other over stupid shit. Remington became my entire world, until I’d lost him for an entirely different reason. His loss was permanent, yet he lived on in Love Bug, and seeing his eyes mixed with mine murdered my heart every time she smiled up at me so sweetly. She was every good thing of the both of us rolled into one little blond package that Luca spent his life guarding like a rare jewel that was more precious than money could buy. 
 
    Me: Yeah. Oh. 
 
    Me: Marrying Luca means letting go of the last part I have of Remi. 
 
    Shaw: But not marrying Luca is hurting LUCA. 
 
    I gasped at her reply, causing Brady to glance at me in the rearview mirror. “I’m okay,” I assured him. “Just talking to Shaw.” 
 
    His lips twitched. “Should have known.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered distractedly as my fingers flew across my phone. 
 
    What the fuck did she mean by that? 
 
    Me: How am I hurting Luca?!?!?! 
 
    Shaw: He’s dying to make you his wife. But you’re holding on to the ghost of your dead husband. Let him go, Vi. Be happy. You have a family with Luca now. Just like Remington wanted for you and Love Bug. 
 
    I clenched my eyes closed as the reality of what she was saying hit me. I was holding on to Remington’s ghost. Even that morning, I’d talked to him like he was still there. Although I loved Luca, was completely devoted to our relationship and making things work for us this time, I hadn’t totally moved on from my dead husband. 
 
    The guilt of letting him go was always there in the back of my mind. 
 
    Just as the guilt of not letting him go was prevalent. 
 
    It seemed like I was in a relationship with two men. At times, it even felt like I was cheating on them both. The weirdest part was, they knew about each other. Remington had set it up before his death for Luca to come back into my life. The many, many emails shared between the two of them leading up to Remington dying was proof that he’d expected me to move on and be happy. 
 
    With Luca. 
 
    It still felt like I was cheating on my husband, though. 
 
    And what was even crazier was that I felt like I was cheating on Luca because I couldn’t let go of Remington’s memory. 
 
    I was all kinds of fucked in the head. My mind was constantly at war with itself, and my heart took a beating repeatedly because of it. 
 
    But I couldn’t handle the thought of hurting Luca. If what Shaw said was true, then I needed to fix things, and fast. 
 
    Plus, I wanted to be married before the babies were born. 
 
    Me: You’re right. Okay. I’ll set a date. 
 
    Me: But that wasn’t why I texted you. 
 
    Shaw: What’s up? 
 
    Me: I’m pregnant… 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 2 
 
    Luca 
 
    I was dragging by the time I walked out to my vehicle after practice. Although we were going into week five of the season, we were undefeated, just like the opposing team was. They had a damn good offense, but our defense was better, and I planned on annihilating them on Sunday. 
 
    After studying their previous year’s games at the beginning of the week, we’d been planning our strategies for some of their formations, deciding which receiver or running back was likely to get the ball, and who we needed to focus on the most while our defense had the field. Their quarterback was a hell of a player. He could run the ball just as competently as he could throw it. His college coach had prepared him well. 
 
    Shifting my gym bag on my shoulder, I popped the top off my water bottle and swallowed thirstily as I approached my huge SUV. The sight of the plates never failed to make me smile. LOVEBUG. Having a personalized license plate wasn’t the smartest idea for a celebrity, but I loved seeing my daughter’s name on my vehicle. 
 
    Before I could reach the black SUV, my phone rang, and I pulled it out of the side pocket of my gym bag. As soon I saw Vi’s face on my screen, my grin only grew, and I lifted the phone to my ear. “Hey, baby. How was your day?” 
 
    “Do you like the idea of a New Year’s Eve wedding?” 
 
    I nearly stumbled mid-step at her question. Straightening my back, I glanced around, trying to figure out if I’d taken a hit on the field and was still knocked out. That was the only scenario I could come up with for why my fiancée would want to discuss anything wedding-related with me. When I’d asked her to marry me, I’d had this idea that we would get married right away, but Vi had shied away from all things having to do with our wedding. 
 
    Which was okay. 
 
    I got it. 
 
    Remington was still holding on to a part of her, and I wasn’t going to push her. He was dead, and I got to live the life he should have been living. I was just grateful for the second chance at a lifetime with my soul mate. 
 
    My proposal had been the day before Love Bug’s first birthday. Now our daughter was five and in kindergarten. We’d been engaged for over four years, and during that time, we’d gone to so many of our friends’ and family’s weddings. But each time someone asked Violet about our big day, she would change the subject or find a reason to excuse herself from the conversation. 
 
    Then there was my mom, who kept pushing and pushing. And pushing. I’d told her to stop it or we wouldn’t be coming home for Christmas this year. It was an empty threat, because I knew Vi would still want to go, no matter how annoying Mom got. But the woman who had given birth to me didn’t need to know that. 
 
    All in all, I simply figured that once Violet was ready, she’d start planning. 
 
    Was she ready now, or was I knocked out cold and dreaming this shit—or was I just overthinking a simple question? 
 
    “Luca?” Vi’s sweet voice called. “Are you still there?” 
 
    “Yeah, baby. I’m here. Sorry, my brain blanked for a second.” 
 
    Her soft laughter filled my ear. “I didn’t think it was such a hard question. Maybe I should try something simpler. Do you want to get married on New Year’s Eve? Or we could do New Year’s Day? But if that isn’t doable, I guess we could have the wedding the week before the Super Bowl. I’ll just have to make some adjustments to whatever dress I pick out.” 
 
    I slapped my hand against my cheek, testing to see if I was conscious or not. The sting told me right away that I was, indeed, awake. “Y-you’re planning the wedding?” 
 
    “Picking a date is typically the first step, so yes,” she teased. 
 
    “You’re planning the wedding,” I repeated, making it a statement rather than a question this time. 
 
    “Luca? Did you get too much sun? Please tell me you stayed hydrated today…It was so hot, and—” 
 
    “You’re planning the wedding!” I shouted, catching the attention of several of my teammates as they walked to their own cars. They didn’t bother to stop and ask any personal questions. I wasn’t friendly with anyone on or off the field. Football might have been a passion I’d had since I was a kid, but it was just a job. I went to work, got shit done, and drove home, where my real life was waiting for me. 
 
    “Is…that okay?” she whispered. 
 
    The hesitation in her voice hit me harder than any tackle I’d ever taken on the field, quickly sobering me up. “Vi, baby. Love of my life. Keeper of my heart. It is, without a doubt, one hundred percent, perfectly okay for you to plan our wedding. I’ll marry you whenever, wherever, however you decide. Tell me what you need and want me to do, and I’ll make it happen. Want to go to Tahiti and get married on the beach in grass skirts and coconut bras? I’m down for it. I’ll rock one of those bras, but I might need a loincloth or something to contain my cock beneath those itchy skirts. Want to go to the Georgia Aquarium and say our vows underwater in their big tank with the whale sharks swimming all around us? Done. Instead of champagne, we’ll get the World of Coca-Cola next door to supply all the soda our guests can drink, and then I’ll beat the snot out of Atlanta’s offense the next day.” 
 
    Her laughter was so much better than hearing that little quaver that had been in her voice only moments before. “You’re insane.” 
 
    “I’ll do whatever I have to in order to make you happy, Violet.” 
 
    “Well, right now, I only need you to agree on a wedding date.” She made a humming noise, which told me she was thinking. “I guess if we wait until the end of January, planning the honeymoon will depend on if you guys make it to the Super Bowl this season or not.” 
 
    “You don’t have faith I’ll make it to the Super Bowl two years in a row, babe?” I pouted. 
 
    “I didn’t say that. It’s just, anything could happen in the play-offs.” 
 
    Ignoring that last comment, I changed the subject. “Having it on New Year’s Eve or New Year’s Day will mean postponing the honeymoon, regardless. How about this—we have it the weekend after the Super Bowl. That way, I can win the bowl for a second year in a row and then marry the girl of my dreams the following Saturday.” 
 
    There was a pause on her end before she heaved a sigh. “Okay, you cocky asshole. I’ll start making arrangements for that weekend.” 
 
    “Violet Hope Stevenson soon-to-be Thornton!” I hissed. “Are you cursing in front of my princess?” 
 
    “She’s at Shaw’s house, having a sleepover with Grier tonight,” she said, and I could practically hear her rolling her eyes. “I’ve got plans for us tonight, big guy.” 
 
    My cock turned to stone in the basketball shorts I’d tossed on after my shower following practice. “Whatever you’re thinking about right now, keep it front and center in that beautiful brain of yours, Vi. I’ll be home as quickly as traffic will allow.” 
 
    “Drive carefully,” she urged in a sultry voice. “I can’t wait to see you.” 
 
    “See you soon. Love you.” 
 
    “I love you, Luca,” she murmured in that same sexy voice before the phone went silent. 
 
    Whistling happily to myself, I jogged the last few yards to my SUV and tossed my gear in the trunk before walking to the driver’s side. As I opened the door, a car pulled up beside me and braked so hard, the rubber on the tires protested. Frowning, I glanced down at the little sports car. 
 
    “Watch where you’re going!” I yelled at the driver and turned to get into the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Luca.” 
 
    Every drop of blood in my body turned to ice at the sound of that voice. 
 
    The fuck? 
 
    Chills of dread slithered down my spine, making my skin crawl. 
 
    Slowly, I turned my head to find Megan Hawthorn standing on the other side of the car. 
 
    She shouldn’t have been within a hundred yards of me, or anyone else in my family. The restraining order we all had against her was supposed to legally prevent her from approaching any of us. Yet there she stood, her eyes raking over me with a wildness I remembered from the day she’d attacked me because I’d refused to deal with her crazy ass. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be here. Do you want to go to jail?” 
 
    She smirked at me. The insane bitch actually smirked. “The latest restraining order became invalid at midnight. It’s no longer in effect.” 
 
    Fuck. That wasn’t good. Without that order of protection, no one in my family was safe from Megan’s brand of cray-cray. She could come and go as she pleased and torment my life all over again. Violence against women wasn’t something I tolerated, but Megan brought out a side of my rage that only few people could even make twitch.  
 
    She’d ruined my life. 
 
    Maybe I’d been a willing participant in the ruination, but she’d stalked me and found me at one of the lowest moments in my life. I’d been drunk and pissed and hurting so badly, not even the alcohol could numb the pain. The boy I used to be had thrown his tantrum and destroyed everything good in my world with one misunderstanding. Megan had taken advantage of that. 
 
    The man I was now, he understood all the mistakes I’d made back then and didn’t want to repeat them. Just being in this idiot’s presence could fuck everything up all over again. One wrong step with her could potentially tear apart my world and cause me to lose the two people I couldn’t live without. 
 
    I’d have to call Aunt Emmie and get her to renew the restraining orders. I’d thought she was on top of all that after getting new orders of protection for everyone the day of Shaw and Jagger’s wedding. But I’d have to deal with that later. From the glitter in her eyes, it was obvious Megan was there with a purpose. 
 
    Or maybe her brand of crazy had just intensified over the years since I’d last seen her. 
 
    “What do you want?” I gritted out, hoping to get this shit over with so I could put distance between us before some rando with a camera snapped a few pictures of me with the nightmare from my past. 
 
    “I thought, after all these years, you’d finally want to meet our son.”

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 3 
 
    Violet 
 
    Putting the bowl of fresh salad on the table, I stepped back to look at my handiwork. I’d made a simple meal of steak and steamed veggies in consideration of Luca’s strict diet during football season. But he was going to cheat a little tonight with the tiny brownie cupcakes I’d made. After dessert, I planned on showing him the ultrasound pictures the doctor had given me at my appointment earlier in the day. 
 
    After his excitement about my announcing I was finally planning our wedding, I knew his reaction to being a daddy again was going to be epic. The excitement was killing me, and I couldn’t wait for him to walk through the door. 
 
    I’d planned the meal to be done for the time when I expected him to get home. Even with traffic as crazy as it tended to be, I knew there was a fifteen-minute window in which he would arrive. But as the minutes ticked down, with no sign of Luca, my excitement began to turn to anxiety. 
 
    If he’d gotten stuck in traffic, he would have at least texted me to let me know not to worry. But what if he’d been in an accident? 
 
    No, I reassured myself as I adjusted the salad bowl on the table for the fifth time. I was his emergency contact in his cell phone. His wallet had a medical ID inside with his blood type and other important details with my information should something happen and he wasn’t able to speak for himself. 
 
    The fifteen minutes passed, then thirty. By the time an hour had come and gone, I was blowing up his phone. He didn’t pick up, no matter how many times I called back-to-back. Phone in hand, I paced the kitchen, chewing on my thumbnail as I debated what to do next. 
 
    Please don’t let something be wrong. 
 
    I was seconds away from calling Jenner, who was West Bridge’s chief of police, and getting him to put out a BOLO on Luca’s SUV when I heard him pull into the detached garage outside. 
 
    Unsure if I was more relieved or angry that he’d ignored my calls—calls that would have connected to the Bluetooth in his vehicle, so it wasn’t like it would have been fucking dangerous for him to answer my damned calls while he was driving—I stood in the middle of the kitchen waiting. My eyes were glued to the door to the mudroom that led outside. I heard it open and shut before I saw Luca’s shadow. 
 
    I heard his gym bag hit the floor with a hard thud, a sure sign he was pissed about something. I crossed my arms over my chest, my anger beginning to win out over my relief that he was home safely. 
 
    Please don’t let something be wrong. 
 
    For several minutes, neither of us moved. I stood there, waiting, while in the mudroom, he remained just out of view. All I could see was his shadow, and with each passing minute he didn’t come into the kitchen, the more upset I became. 
 
    This wasn’t how this night was supposed to go. His excitement over the wedding was supposed to put him in a good mood and amp him up for the even bigger news I wanted to share with him about our babies. 
 
    Please don’t let something be wrong. 
 
    Without realizing it, I lowered my hands to cover my belly. My stomach was still flat, but at eight weeks pregnant with twins, I wasn’t confident it would stay that way for long. Mila had started showing early with the boys, and even sooner with the girls. The doctor had said my uterus would expand quickly to make room for the babies, and since I’d already had one child, it would react even faster this time. 
 
    How big would I be by the second weekend of February? I would definitely have to go with a princess-style dress to try to hide the baby bump in our pictures. 
 
    The kitchen door finally opened all the way, and Luca stepped inside. His shoes and socks were off. He always tossed his sweaty practice clothes in the washer and started the cycle beforehand. Hearing the machine already running, I put my hands on my hips and cocked a brow at him, trying my best not to turn into a nag and demand to know where the fuck he’d been and why he hadn’t picked up any of my calls. 
 
    His face was completely blank when he closed the door, but no matter how hard he tried to keep his emotions in check, his eyes would always give him away. I knew what every shade of brown that swirled in his eyes meant. What I saw right then took me back to a day I never wanted to relive but suddenly began to replay in my mind as if it had happened only the day before. 
 
    The two of us standing in the surf outside my parents’ house in Santa Monica. Luca crying. Begging me to forgive him. Telling me he was going to be a father… 
 
    Mentally shaking away the bad memories, I lifted my phone and waved it. “Why didn’t you answer my calls?” 
 
    Please don’t let anything be wrong. 
 
    His eyes switched shades of brown so rapidly I struggled to keep up with the different emotions. The silent prayer of hoping nothing was wrong went unanswered, and in that moment, I knew it was something huge. The shifting of the shades of brown was both hypnotic and frustrating as hell. Add in his continued silence and I wanted to scream at him to just spit out what was bothering him. 
 
    The suspense of not knowing made my already throbbing head pound harder, and I was sure I was going to paint the kitchen an awful puke color if my nausea didn’t ease soon. The stress of worrying about him for more than an hour had only added to my indigestion, and I wanted to scream…and cry. 
 
    Damn pregnancy hormones. 
 
    It was obvious he was angry—or at least seriously upset about something. I read fear and pain in his eyes. Both made me want to wrap my arms around him and beg him to tell me what was going on, and then do whatever was within my power to fix it. Considering the huge bank account with my name on it, that had sat mostly untouched over the past five years, there wasn’t much I couldn’t fix for him. 
 
    Unless he’d done something to break my heart. 
 
    Then there would be no saving him. 
 
    “Luca, if you don’t say something soon, I’m going to start assuming the worst. What the fuck is wrong with you?” 
 
    Throat bobbing, he clenched his eyes closed for a long moment, hiding from me. 
 
    I didn’t like that one little bit. 
 
    Hiding shit was not who we were now. We told each other everything. Everything, damn it. And there he stood. Holding back words he should have already spilled instead of keeping them trapped inside. 
 
    “Luca,” I gritted out between clenched teeth, fighting the sting of frustrated tears. “Why didn’t you answer any of my calls?” 
 
    “My head was too fucked up to talk to you, Vi,” he rasped, keeping his eyes closed. 
 
    My gut twisted, nausea and dizziness making it hard to continue standing upright, but I asked the question anyway. “And why was it fucked up?” 
 
    Finally, his lashes lifted, and he swallowed hard one more time before he sent my world into yet another tailspin. “Megan showed up after I got off the phone with you earlier. The restraining orders became invalid yesterday at midnight.” 
 
    Hearing that name did nothing to ease my queasiness, but it did add a red haze around my vision. Megan. Even thinking her name left a foul taste in my mouth. She was always at the back of my mind, making it impossible to completely let the past go. I didn’t want her within a hundred miles of Luca, let alone the hundred yards the restraining orders required her to remain from him—or anyone else I loved. “Okay, I’ll call Aunt Emmie. She’ll get everything sorted. I’m sure she can get that taken care of by tomorrow or the following day, at the latest.” 
 
    I hadn’t been aware of the need for a new restraining order when Shaw got married. Aunt Emmie had me sign an order of protection against Megan without my realizing it. After the wedding and reception, they finally informed me what I’d signed earlier that morning. I guess they hadn’t wanted to distract me during my best friend’s big moment, which, of course, it would have. My mind would have been stuck on the girl who’d tried to steal my life, rather than enjoying the moment with Shaw and Jagger. 
 
    “I…” He paused long enough to clear his throat. “I already called her. I let her know what was going on and…everything.” 
 
    A chill went through me, causing all the fine hairs on my body to lift. “What do you mean by ‘everything’?” 
 
    The fear was prominent in his eyes as he looked down at me with that continued blank expression. The memories of the day he’d completely shattered me came back with a vengeance, and I struggled to keep the bile down. 
 
    Please don’t let something bad be wrong. 
 
    “Megan said there was a baby after all.” I felt a blow to my center. “She did have a miscarriage, but it was twins.” Another direct hit, this one threatening to bring me to my knees. “One of them survived. I allegedly have a son.” 
 
    My phone fell to the floor with a clatter as the dizziness swept over me. I felt sweat bead on my brow and upper lip as the nausea tried to overpower me, but I gripped the island and held on. “Excuse me?” I whispered. “What did you say?” 
 
    He didn’t even flinch as he repeated himself. “She says I have a son.” 
 
    “No,” I denied, shaking my head vehemently. “No, she had a miscarriage. She lost the baby. If there even was a baby. Shaw doesn’t think she was pregnant. Anyone can fake a piece of paper from a doctor. And there was never any sign that she was actually having a baby. Her parents shipped her off to some rehab to get her mentally stable. She was unhinged, Luca. Then, and obviously now, too. There is no way she had a baby, let alone yours.” 
 
    “She said it wasn’t a rehab. It was some kind of maternity facility for high-risk pregnancies.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” I hissed, my mind and heart in total denial. “Did you even see this kid? How do you know she’s not lying?” 
 
    Finally, he reacted physically. His face twisted in pain while his eyes filled with tears. “I haven’t seen him. I don’t even know if I want to see him.” He grasped the back of his neck with both hands and squeezed hard. “That’s fucked up, isn’t it? Not wanting to know if I have a kid or not. What if she’s telling the truth? Part of me doesn’t believe a word she spewed, but there’s that small chance she wasn’t lying. It’s not the kid’s fault if he’s mine. I shouldn’t already hate the idea that I could be someone’s daddy who isn’t our Love Bug.” 
 
    He began to sway, his knees seeming too unsteady to keep him standing. Those brown eyes gutted me when he whispered, “Will you leave me, Vi? Will I lose you if there’s a kid I share DNA with?” 
 
    “Are you on drugs?” I shouted, and he began to shake. “What the actual fuck, Luca?” 
 
    How could he even think to ask such a question? Didn’t he know how much I loved him? The past was the past. I’d learned to accept that. It was the only way I was able to move on and marry Remington. By falling in love with my husband, I’d been able to acknowledge that everything happened for a reason. 
 
    And in the blink of an eye, everything had changed again. Remington had died and threw Luca back into my life. On purpose. Because he’d known what I refused to see. 
 
    Luca and I were always meant to be. 
 
    There was no getting away from what fate had planned for us. We were soul mates and would be together until one of us took our last breath. 
 
    If Luca hadn’t changed, hadn’t grown up in the time we’d been apart, maybe we wouldn’t be standing there at that moment. But he had. He was a good man. His name was on Love Bug’s birth certificate. There wasn’t a father in the world who loved his daughter as much as he loved her. Maybe that was because he loved me so much, or perhaps it was just because Love Bug was so damn special. 
 
    In my heart, I knew that if he had a child with someone else, it would hurt, but I would accept that kid as my own. I would love and care for them as if they were my own. 
 
    Just as he did with our daughter. 
 
    “Will you?” he cried as the tears spilled down his face. “Am I going to lose you and Love Bug because the past has come back to haunt me? I can’t…” He stopped and gasped for his next breath. “I can’t lose you, baby. I’ve already lived that life, and it’s not a pain I would wish on my worst enemy. My penance for my mistakes has been paid a hundred times over. Now I have you back, and our life couldn’t get more perfect. But then she turns up, and everything is up in the air. All the way home, I kept picturing you packing your things the moment I told you about Megan. In my head, you walked away and dragged Love Bug behind you. And I couldn’t do shit to keep either of you.” 
 
    I was across the room in the next moment, wrapping my arms around his hard waist, aching to comfort and reassure him. “Will you shut up for a minute?” I commanded. “Listen to me, okay?” I waited for him to nod before I reached up to cup his tear-soaked face in both my hands. “If Megan had your son, then I will accept him just as you have Love Bug. We’ll fight for primary custody, because there’s no way we can let that kid be raised by her crazy ass. He needs stability and love. Both of which he will find with us. I promise you, Luca. This doesn’t change anything except maybe the size of our family. We might have gotten bent and broken over the years, but that has only made us stronger now.” 
 
    “You promise?” he whispered brokenly. 
 
    “On my life. If this boy is yours, then I’ll love him with my whole heart. We’ll raise him together, like we’re raising Love Bug,” I vowed.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 4 
 
    Luca 
 
    The room felt stifling. I hated being cooped up inside. It was why football had been the best career option for me. I could be outside in the fresh air and take out some of my aggression by hitting the opposing team’s offense. 
 
    I’d never wanted to be on a football field more in my life than at that moment. Fuck, I would have taken a day touring every circle of hell if it meant I didn’t have to deal with this shit. 
 
    Violet sat at the conference table, her purple dress clinging to her from shoulder to mid-thigh. Our lawyer was at the head of the table, calmly reading over the paperwork spread before him. Aunt Emmie had had Barrick do a full background check on Megan to see what she’d been up to over the years. From what little she’d told me about the investigation, Mieke had to get involved to hack a few files, but they’d obtained everything we needed for this meeting. 
 
    “Daddy.” Love Bug’s sweet voice drew my attention, and I looked down at where she was sitting in my lap. “Does your tummy hurt?” 
 
    “No, princess. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “You’re all sweaty, and you look like you might throw up. Kinda like Grier did when we rode the teacups at Disneyland.” She tilted her blond head to the side, her beautiful blue-mixed-with-violet eyes filling with concern. “Maybe you need a popsicle. Those always help my tummy aches.” 
 
    Dropping a kiss on top of her head, I inhaled the sweet scent of her hair. One side was pulled back with a huge pink ribbon, something she’d done herself because she was a big girl now. At least, that was what she’d been telling me since she started kindergarten. That first day of school had nearly killed me. I couldn’t even go to practice afterward because I was such a mess. Vi had been teary-eyed when we left our baby girl with her teacher, but I’d been full-on snotting all the way home. I’d spent the entire day in her room, surrounded by all her toys and blankets, trying to comfort myself. 
 
    Remington had prepared me for a lot in the months before his death via our emails and occasional video chats, but he hadn’t left me any encouraging words to get me through our precious baby’s first day of school. 
 
    Having her with us for this hadn’t been ideal, but there was no school today, and I’d needed both my girls with me while we dealt with Megan’s bullshit. My lawyer had reached out the day after she’d told me I supposedly had a son, requesting a DNA test. I didn’t want to meet a kid unless I knew for sure that he was mine. It could confuse him, and that wasn’t fair. Plus, I didn’t want to deal with Megan unless I absolutely had to. 
 
    She’d refused the request with the claim that with one look at the boy, I would know he was mine. Then she’d told the lawyer that I needed to “leave Violet and her bastard daughter and finally take care of his real family.” 
 
    She thought she could just drop the bombshell that we had a kid together after all, and I would let go of everything and play happy family with her and this child? 
 
    It seemed her crazy had only gotten worse over the years. 
 
    Calling my daughter a bastard had sent me into a rage, and I might have taken it out on the field at Sunday’s game. We were still undefeated, and the other team’s quarterback was out for the season with a broken ankle from the way he’d landed when I’d tackled him. Their second-string quarterback would have to fill in for the rest of the season, which didn’t bode well for them making it to the play-offs. 
 
    A tap on the conference room door was followed by the lawyer’s assistant stepping inside with Megan and her own lawyer. Typically, this kind of meeting would take place in front of a judge since she had refused the paternity test, but we were just trying to have a conversation today. For one, in hopes this wouldn’t have to go to court. For another, that would mean alerting the media, who would have a field day with this shit.  
 
    At her side, Megan held a little boy’s hand. My gaze was instantly drawn to him. At a glance, I could make out a slight resemblance to when I was a kid, but he was too small for his supposed age. He wasn’t much taller than Love Bug, who was five. If this kid was mine, he should be at least eight, closer to nine. 
 
    Then there were his eyes. Like my father, I had the same changing brown eyes. So did Lyric and all four of his kids. This kid’s eyes were a vivid blue. Megan’s were greenish, but I did remember her dad had blue eyes, so I couldn’t toss out that possibility. 
 
    While the lawyers greeted each other, Megan crouched down in front of her child. “Luca, remember what we talked about,” she said softly, stroking her hand over his light-brown hair. Features-wise, the kid looked a lot like his mother, with a few exceptions. His chin and jawline could have been a trait inherited from me, but they weren’t exactly unique. If we based paternity on those two things alone, I knew at least ten other men who had similar features. 
 
    “Okay, Mommy,” the little boy said quietly. 
 
    “Daddy, why does that boy have your name?” Love Bug whispered, keeping her eyes trained on the other kid. 
 
    Megan must have heard her, because she straightened and rubbed her hands over her hips to straighten her skirt. Smirking, she looked right at Love Bug. “Because he’s my son’s father.” 
 
    “I have a brother?” Love Bug asked, her interest piqued. 
 
    “No,” Megan said, her smugness growing. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Enough chitchat,” Violet interrupted, cutting off our little girl before Megan could cause chaos. I could read the evil glee in her eyes. She wanted to tell my daughter that she wasn’t biologically mine. She’d come there to cause trouble and hurt my princess. 
 
    If there was ever a moment in my life that I wanted to cause bodily harm to a female, it was that one. 
 
    Megan’s gaze snapped to Violet, and the glee turned to something darker. “Wow, you still look twelve.” 
 
    “And you still can’t hide the ugly in your soul,” Vi countered. “Sit down so we can get this taken care of and we can all move on with our lives.” 
 
    “Yes,” Megan actually agreed as she walked over to the long table without her son. “Once Luca comes to his senses, he will realize where he belongs and we can start our life together. We can raise our son together, and you can find yourself another surrogate father for your little bastard.” 
 
    “Language!” I snapped, slapping my hand down on the table. The boy flinched and made a whimpering noise, but Love Bug didn’t even budge. “Don’t curse in front of my daughter. I won’t tolerate it from anyone. Understand?” 
 
    “Perfectly,” Megan said with a sly smile as she took her seat. 
 
    Our lawyer cleared his throat. “Yes, well, if we could start this meeting, we should be able to come to an agreement to satisfy everyone soon enough without involving a judge.” 
 
    Love Bug wiggled down as the two lawyers started conversing. It was boring jargon for me, so I knew it was even worse for her. My princess would rather have been at school or at home playing with all her little farm animals that she and Grier had adopted. The girls loved their mini babies and treated them like pets instead of livestock. Now Jagger and I both had vegetarian daughters and had to deal with occasional meltdowns when the rest of us refused to stop eating meat. 
 
    The first time Love Bug cried because I ate steak in front of her, I’d nearly thrown out all the beef in the fridge, along with anything else not plant-based. But I needed the protein for football, and I had to lay down the rule that my princess couldn’t dictate what Daddy ate just because she didn’t want to eat something. After I explained that I needed meat to keep my muscles strong so no one would hurt me when I played football, she’d stopped sobbing and agreed that I could have all the meat I wanted—as long as I didn’t eat Millie or Henrietta. 
 
    I watched Love Bug walk over to the boy and just look at him for a long moment before she held out her hand. “Hi. I’m Remi.” 
 
    She’d begun using her legal name once she started school because she hadn’t thought it was cool that other people would call her Love Bug. That was a family-only name—or so she’d informed me the first time I’d asked her about it. 
 
    “I know who you are,” the boy muttered, folding his arms behind him without shaking her hand. “You’re the girl who stole my daddy. Now I don’t have one.” 
 
    I sucked in a sharp breath at the same time the lawyers started arguing about the importance of a DNA test. Megan threw in her two cents, and Vi made a snide comment back, but I heard none of it, because my attention was hyperfocused on the two kids across the room. 
 
    “I didn’t steal him. He’s mine,” Love Bug said, putting her hands on her hips like her momma tended to do when she got worked up. 
 
    “No, he’s not,” Luca argued. “He’s mine. My mommy said he’s only my daddy, not yours. You and your mom stole him, and that’s why he doesn’t live with us. He’s not your real daddy.” 
 
    “He is my real daddy!” Love Bug shouted. “He’s mine, and you can’t have him!” 
 
    The boy took two steps closer to her, getting in her personal space. “Your real daddy is dead. My daddy took his place because your mom is a daddy thief.” 
 
    “Take that back!” 
 
    “Make me!” 
 
    I was on my feet and rounding the table, already knowing what was coming. The scream of pain had the others in the room tuning in to the real issue at hand. Love Bug had drawn back and punched Luca right in the face. The kid stumbled back onto his ass, and Love Bug finished tackling him to the floor, where she began beating the living hell out of him. 
 
    Bending, I lifted my tiny hellcat off the boy. She made a little hissing sound as I pulled her away. “He’s my real daddy. Mine! You’re a liar. Liar. Liar!” 
 
    Turning her in my arms, I hugged her to my chest, and she began to sob. “You’re my real daddy. Only you. N-no one else. Y-you’re mine.” She hiccupped and buried her face against my chest. “I only want you for a daddy. Y-you’re the b-b-best daddy. I-I don’t care about Mommy’s first husband. You, Daddy. Only you!” 
 
    I swallowed the lump in my throat as I rubbed her back soothingly. The truth of Love Bug’s biological father had never been something we’d kept from her. Vi and I had told her from the time she could understand about mommies and daddies that her mommy had been married before, and that was when she’d gotten pregnant. When Love Bug’s daddy died, he sent me to take care of his two angels. Over the last year or so, she’d asked a few more questions, but every time we gave her the truth, she would shrug it off and tell me I was the only daddy who mattered. 
 
    But I’d tried to instill in her the understanding that Remington mattered too. He was the reason she existed. Without him, I wouldn’t have my love bug. I might not have had Violet either. The man was a fucking saint before his death because he’d given me the second chance at the life I needed. 
 
    “Oh my God!” Megan’s shrill voice filled the room. “Your little rabid brat broke Luca’s nose.” 
 
    “Here, let me wipe that,” I heard Vi say and glanced down to find her using tissues to mop up the boy’s face. “Ah, poor little guy. Sorry about that. She has a temper. Apparently rage is a learned behavior as well as an inherited one. I guess letting her watch Luca play every Sunday is a bad influence.” 
 
    “She’s a menace!” 
 
    “Yeah, well, so are you, but there’s not much we can do about that.” Vi folded the tissues carefully. “You know what, I think we can cancel the court-ordered DNA sample. This should be more than enough to do the test.” 
 
    Megan let out another high-pitched shriek and lunged for Vi. Holding Love Bug tighter, I moved in front of the woman who’d had a hand in ruining my life, in order to protect the woman who was my everything. Keeping my back to Megan, I felt her punch slam against my shoulder before adjusting my daughter and guiding Violet to the other side of the conference table, getting both my girls out of the range of danger. 
 
    “You can’t do this!” Megan screamed. “You keep fucking everything up.” 
 
    “Language!” I barked, covering one of Love Bug’s ears as she pressed the other one into my chest. 
 
    “Oh, shut up, you idiot. All of this would have worked if you had just accepted that Luca is yours.” 
 
    “But he’s not, is he?” I asked, cocking my head in the direction of the still-sobbing kid on the floor. She hadn’t even tried to soothe him yet. Part of me felt sorry for the boy, but after all the shit he’d said to Love Bug, I couldn’t muster up too much sympathy for the little asshole. 
 
    “Of course he’s not! He’s only six and a half. I fucked every guy I could find who looked like you, but none of them had your eyes, and popping a tiny hole in their condoms wasn’t easy. I tried to tear the one you used the night we were together, but it was too durable. I had to suck the doctor’s cock to get him to write me that fake positive test and keep playing along until I could get you to fuck me again and actually get pregnant. When you wouldn’t touch me, I had to pretend to have a miscarriage.” 
 
    Everything inside me went white-hot with rage for an instant before my body turned ice-cold. I went numb on the inside as I looked at her. I was so pissed I didn’t even correct her about cursing in front of my daughter. She was breathing hard, her eyes wild to the point of being manic. The reality of what she’d confessed hadn’t hit her yet, but it was echoing in my head. 
 
    Fake positive test. 
 
    “You were never pregnant with my kid, were you, Megan?” 
 
    “No, dumbass,” she sneered. “I faked it all. Because you belong with me. Not that stupid little girl. We were meant to be together, Luca. You and me. And I’m not about to let some damned childhood connection that you think means she’s your soul mate ruin what we can have.” 
 
    “Miss Hawthorn, I need to advise you to stop speaking. Now,” her lawyer tried to warn. 
 
    “No, please,” Vi urged. “Let the twit keep talking. My lawyer’s assistant takes excellent notes. All of this will be great for the civil suit I plan on filing against Megan Hawthorn, her family, and the doctor who faked her pregnancy.” 
 
    That finally penetrated Megan’s thick skull. “Wait…what? You can’t sue me. Or any of us. We didn’t do anything legally wrong.” 
 
    “Actually, you did, and I can,” Vi said, the smug one now. “Your lies put lives at risk.” 
 
    “Whose?” Megan asked skeptically. 
 
    “Mine, to start with.” Vi’s smile disappeared, and I closed my eyes, remembering the night she’d called me to ask that I stop trying to contact her. Because she was having dark thoughts—thoughts of ending her own life. “You have two choices here, Megan. One, you can deal with a media-scandal lawsuit that involves your entire family, that doctor you whored yourself out to, and even your son.” 
 
    “What’s option two?” Megan pouted. 
 
    “Go away and stay away. If we so much as see your shadow darkening our door again, it’s game over. That cushy world you live in, spending your daddy’s money and running wild, thinking nothing can touch you? That will all be over. I’ll spend every penny I possess to make sure you’re tied up in litigation for the rest of your natural life. And then I’ll move on to your son and his children and his children’s children. No one with so much as a single drop of shared DNA with you will be safe from the civil suit I’ll rain down on your heads.” 
 
    While Megan and Vi had a stare down, Love Bug lifted her tear-soaked face to look at me. “I-I’m sorry I-I hit th-that boy, D-Daddy. Are you m-mad at m-me?” 
 
    I wiped away a fresh tear before kissing her forehead. “Daddy will never be mad at you, princess.” 
 
    “I d-don’t want a-another daddy.” 
 
    I gently cupped her chin between my thumb and index finger. “Good, because you’re never getting one. You are my little princess, Love Bug. Mine. Your real daddy gave you to me, and I’m not ever letting you or your momma go.” 
 
    “You’re my real daddy,” she whispered, her chin wobbling. 
 
    “I am,” I agreed and touched her hand to my heart. “In here, where it matters the most. But it’s okay if you love your biological daddy too.” 
 
    “But I don’t know him. He’s not here.” 
 
    My throat grew tight with emotion. “I know, princess. But he would be if he could. He loved you so much. That’s why when he knew he was going to die, he found me. So I could love and protect you and Mommy for him.” 
 
    Her teeth sank into her bottom lip, reminding me of Vi so much, my heart melted. “I guess…I guess that makes him a good daddy too. He gave you to me. If he hadn’t, you wouldn’t be my daddy now.” 
 
    “That’s right.” I didn’t want to think about the “what-ifs,” but she obviously needed reassurance. 
 
    “Okay. I love him too. But not as much as I love you, Daddy.” 
 
    “No one will ever love you as much as I love you and your mom, princess.”

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 5 
 
    Violet 
 
    I’d thought dealing with Megan would be the hardest moment of the year. 
 
    I was wrong. 
 
    Megan was surprisingly easy to handle and get out of our lives once and for all. The peace of knowing she was gone had even helped out with some of my constant queasiness, and I could focus on planning the wedding, giving the details the attention they deserved, rather than halfheartedly moving through the long to-do list. 
 
    And then came picking my dress. 
 
    Finding the perfect wedding dress was something all the women in my life wanted to be a part of, and I was thrilled they wanted to be with me to see what I chose for myself. But a niggling voice in the back of my head kept remembering the way Layla had reacted when I’d asked Piper about her black dress. I didn’t want a traditional white gown. I’d gone with one when I’d married Remington, and I wanted every single detail for my final wedding to be as far away from my first walk down the aisle as possible. 
 
    Layla had gotten a bit haughty, which had suggested she wouldn’t be on board when I picked the nontraditional color dress I wanted. Luca already knew I wasn’t going with white. I’d told him what I foresaw it looking like so he wouldn’t be caught off guard when his bride walked down the aisle. He’d kissed my brow and told me I could have whatever I wanted—then suggested I get a matching dress for Love Bug. 
 
    Although my groom was in support of all my decisions for the wedding, I wasn’t confident his mom would back me up as readily as he did. 
 
    Which was why I was fighting nausea when we walked into the bridal shop in Nashville two weeks after dealing with Megan’s shit. 
 
    My mom, Aunt Dallas, Aunt Emmie, Layla, Lucy, Lana, Mila, Shaw, and Love Bug were all with me. All of them except for Shaw had flown out just for this appointment, and none of them but my best friend knew I was pregnant. I still hadn’t even told Luca. 
 
    There never seemed to be a right time, and I wanted him to remember the moment I told him he was going to be a daddy as one of the most significant of his life. Growing up, when I’d envisioned our life together and telling him I was pregnant for the first time, I’d seen it as a special moment. 
 
    Megan’s reappearance had ruined the plans I’d had the day I’d first found out we were expecting. We’d both been so busy, between Luca having practice and me handling the majority of the wedding planning, time seemed to slip away from me. 
 
    How to tell him wasn’t my biggest priority at the moment. Finding my second, but final, wedding dress was. Hopefully without causing another falling-out between my mom and Luca’s in the process. 
 
    The designer, Kayla, who owned the shop met us at the reception desk with a bright smile. “Violet, I’m so thrilled to have you in my store.” 
 
    I shook her hand. “When Piper told me you opened a Nashville location, I knew it was meant to be.” 
 
    “I adore Piper. She’s brought me so much business. And when pictures of her in that constellation gown hit social media, the demand for more of my dresses became too much for my little place in LA. We’re even scouting locations in NYC for a third location right now.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” I gushed, knowing it was well deserved. Piper’s dress had been a masterpiece. I’d taken one look at her in it, and I’d known the designer would make all my wedding dress dreams come true. 
 
    “Mommy, all these dresses are so pretty!” Love Bug said as she skipped over to a display of several different styles of gowns. “Which one are you going to wear to marry Daddy?” 
 
    “That’s what we’re here to figure out, Love,” I told her with a smile. 
 
    Kayla turned to the receptionist. “Instead of champagne, I think we’ll be having sparkling white grape juice for our guests. And perhaps some sugar cookies?” This was said as Kayla glanced at me. 
 
    With a grin, I nodded. “Cookies would be great.” 
 
    “Perfect. While Tonya gets that for us, let’s go out to the floor and have a chat.” 
 
    Love Bug skipped back to us and took my mom’s hand before we all followed Kayla. The others were already glancing around, murmuring about what dresses they thought would look the prettiest on me, but there wasn’t a single one that I wanted. When I’d made the appointment, I’d emailed Kayla what I was looking for and why. She knew my reasons for not wanting a white dress and had assured me she had several designs she was working on that she would love to see me in. 
 
    “Have a seat, lovely ladies,” Kayla urged when we reached a sitting area. “Now Violet, we spoke through email a few times, and I think I have some great options for you to try on. But as I’m sure Piper told you, because they are nontraditional white, I need to be sure you’re one hundred percent sure that’s something you’re okay with. Some brides come in convinced they don’t want to go the traditional route, and will even buy the dress, but then they get buyer’s remorse and end up buying a second dress. I don’t like for my brides to go through that kind of mental breakdown, so I prefer to have this chat before I bring out the pretties.” 
 
    “Wait.” Layla spoke up, and I clenched my jaw. I’d been dreading this all week but, at the same time, hoping it wouldn’t be an issue. Yet my soon-to-be mother-in-law’s next words made those hopes crash and burn. “You’re getting a white dress. Or ivory. Or eggshell. Something traditional.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that is your decision to make, ma’am,” Kayla interrupted her. 
 
    Layla ignored her, her brown eyes drilling into me. “You’ve already deprived my son enough. You put him through hell—” 
 
    “Language,” I cut in, knowing Luca would have corrected his mother. He did it to anyone who cursed in front of our daughter. Even his dad and Aunt Emmie. Which took balls, but when it came to his princess, he was fearless. 
 
    “Whatever. You’ve made him wait for five years. And that was after torturing him by marrying a man who was only using you to take care of him while he was sick.” 
 
    I folded my hands in my lap and looked straight ahead as she delivered one blow after another. On either side of me, Shaw and Mila were growing more and more tense, while the other women all gasped and gawked at Layla. 
 
    “If you had just sucked it up and forgiven Luca when he made his mistake, we wouldn’t even be here right now. The two of you would have gotten married when you turned eighteen and—” 
 
    “Layla,” Aunt Emmie snapped. “Sit down.” 
 
    “No, this needs to be said. She was so selfish and unforgiving. She ruined not only her own life, but my son’s on top of it. And now she’s going to just—” 
 
    “Layla!” Mom’s normally soft, gentle tone sounded like a whip cracking when she spoke the other woman’s name. Aunt Dallas touched her leg, whether to calm her or offer support, I wasn’t sure, but either way, I was all too aware that things could go from a simple argument to full-on bloodshed in no time with all the hotheaded women in the room. “Shut up and sit down, or leave. Those are the only two options I’m giving you before I drag you out of this shop by your hair.” 
 
    “You’re going too far, Mom,” Lucy muttered, her voice full of disappointment. “I thought you learned your lesson with my wedding. And then you put your nose in Violet’s business when she got engaged to Remington, making her decide to exclude everyone, including her own parents, from her wedding. Now you’re making a mockery of what should have been an exciting day for Violet. None of what happened in the past is any of your business, and you have no right to bring it up now. Luca made his mistakes, and he had to live with them. He and Vi are together now, and they are beyond happy. But you’re stuck on the color of a dress she’s going to wear for one day? It’s her dress! It’s their wedding! And you’re screwing it up for them, just like you screwed it up for me.” 
 
    Mila put a comforting hand on my back. “Are you okay?” she whispered. 
 
    I shrugged, my throat too tight to speak. 
 
    My brain had told me this would happen, but my heart wouldn’t allow me to exclude her. And now the damned thing was broken. 
 
    Again. 
 
    From my other side, I could feel Shaw practically shaking. I’d told her I figured something like this was liable to happen, and I’d begged her not to run her mouth. She was the only person who knew I was pregnant, and I needed her to keep a cool head so I could stay calm too. Plus, she could potentially lose her shit and drop the bomb of not only my pregnancy, but that I was expecting twins. With the way her fingers twisted in the back of my shirt, it was obviously a struggle for her. 
 
    “So, according to you, Violet was just supposed to suck it up when Luca cheated?” Lana asked softly as she got to her feet. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the two sisters square off. “After all the darkness, all the pain, and the mental health scare she went through—that we all held our breath over—she wasn’t allowed to move on and find happiness?” 
 
    “That boy was only using her,” Layla repeated, and I flinched. 
 
    Remington had loved me. To him, I was his forever. Falling in love had been on his bucket list, and I got to help him cross it off. I’d been his everything in a way I didn’t think I could ever truly understand. He’d saved me, and at the same time, I’d saved him too. My love for him was real, even if it had taken me a while to admit the love I felt for him was on a different level from what I had with Luca. But he’d understood what I’d struggled to acknowledge. 
 
    “Gammy, why are you being so mean?” Love Bug demanded, causing my head to snap around to find my daughter standing beside Lana. Her hands were on her hips, and she glared up at her grandmother with a fierceness that made her look like Remington but reminded me so much of Luca, it brought tears to my eyes. “I don’t understand anything you’re saying, but your voice is angry, and you’re making my mommy sad. If Daddy knew anyone made her sad, he’d be mad. But my daddy isn’t here, so I’ll be mad for him. You say sorry to my mommy right now, or you go home and think about what kind of person you want to be. A mean one who makes people sad, or a nice one who doesn’t make them cry.” 
 
    Aunt Emmie clapped her hands. “Bravo, Love Bug. You tell her, sweet girl.” Turning her green gaze on Layla, she cocked a brow. “Well, which is it going to be? Are you going to apologize and be quiet for the rest of this appointment, or do I need to have Marcus drive you back? And then you can explain to Jesse why your granddaughter kicked you out before her mother even tried on the first dress.” 
 
    Layla’s brown eyes lingered on Love Bug for a moment before she pressed her lips into a hard line, but she sat down. Folding her hands together, she remained sullenly silent. She didn’t bother to apologize, and it was beyond obvious Aunt Emmie wasn’t pleased with her childish behavior. 
 
    I wasn’t so sure Layla’s silence was any better than her running her mouth, but at least it was quiet for the moment. 
 
    Kayla cleared her throat. “Well, um, about the dress colors…?” 
 
    I sucked in a deep breath and tried to swallow the lump in my throat. “Thank you for forewarning me about the possible buyer’s remorse, but I still want to see the colors we already discussed.” 
 
    “Perfect.” Kayla’s gaze drifted over to Layla, hardened, and then returned to me. “This is for your day, Violet. The only opinion that matters when it comes to your dress is your own. Remember that, and you’ll find the perfect dress in no time.”

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 6 
 
    Luca 
 
    Grabbing the sports drink, I guzzled half the bottle before picking up my phone. We were only about an hour into practice, but I always took a few breaks to check my phone throughout the day to make sure my girls were doing okay. With family in town to help Vi shop for her wedding dress, the need to look at my texts was enough to make my skin feel tight. 
 
    Seeing I had a few missed texts and calls from my brother and sister, I opened the messages. 
 
    Lucy: Mom is being a total momzilla. Vi is NOT enjoying finding her dress. WTF is Mom’s problem with Vi having a dress that isn’t white? Everything I’ve seen her in has been beautiful. But she’s not able to put her heart into picking one because Mom is just sitting there all sulky and judgmental. 
 
    Lyric: Mila texted me. Mom has already run her mouth once and nearly brought Vi to tears. But apparently Love Bug put her in her place. All over the color of a fucking dress! Who the hell cares what color she wears? White is overrated anyway. And didn’t you tell me you figured Vi would want purple anyway? That’s her color. I’ve never seen that girl in anything but some shade of purple. Vi isn’t Vi without purple, damn it. 
 
    Grunting at my siblings’ texts, I hit connect on Lucy’s contact, figuring since she was with Violet, she could tell me what was going on better than my brother, who was back at my house. 
 
    It barely rang once before my sister answered. “Can you leave practice early?” she whispered. 
 
    “Is Mom really being that bad?” I demanded, taking another gulp of the sports drink. 
 
    “Worse, actually. Vi has tried on four dresses. Every one of them has been beautiful. Just looking at her has brought us all to tears. Except for Mom. She’s just sitting there like a petulant brat, refusing to even look at Violet when she comes out in the dresses.” 
 
    I screwed the cap on my bottle and tossed it into my open gym bag. “Ric said Love Bug went off on her.” 
 
    Lucy snickered. “It was beautiful. She’s so much like you when it comes to protecting Vi that it melts my heart. The sass she possesses is definitely all you.” 
 
    “Does Dad know how Mom is acting?” I asked, picking up my gym bag. I glanced over at my coach. I got special treatment thanks to Remington and his friendship with the team owner. If Violet or Love Bug needed me, they didn’t say shit about me leaving early—or not showing up for practice if it was a big enough emergency. My teammates talked shit about me behind my back, but not a single one of them dared say any of it to my face. 
 
    “I plan on telling him, but I think this is something you need to deal with personally before he jumps in.” 
 
    “I’m leaving now and will be there as soon as I can.” 
 
    After stopping long enough to let my coach know I had a family emergency, I jogged out to my vehicle and threw my stuff in the passenger seat. Buckling my seat belt, I pulled into traffic and turned in the direction my GPS told me the designer’s shop was located. 
 
    Halfway there, Lyric called me. 
 
    “Bro, Mila is pissed,” he said in greeting when I hit connect at the sight of his name popping up on my smart screen. “She has always loved Mom, but she’s seeing a side of her now that is making her rethink everything.” 
 
    “What do you mean, everything?” I asked distractedly as I switched lanes. 
 
    “We were discussing getting a house closer to Mom and Dad. Splitting the year between Creswell Springs and Malibu. Or at least summers and holidays. I was even debating starting a pop-up tattoo shop in LA. Now she’s not sure she wants the kids to spend as much time with Mom. She actually just texted me that Mom is acting worse than Ian when he throws a tantrum. Fuck, man. I always thought we got our personalities from Dad, but apparently we’re more like Mom than I imagined. Especially you.” 
 
    “Funny,” I grumbled, passing a slow-moving vehicle in the fast lane. “You tell Dad?” 
 
    “Aunt Emmie has texted Uncle Nik a few times, but I haven’t seen Dad’s phone go off. Yet. After what supposedly happened when Lucy went dress shopping for her wedding way back when, I bet they want to keep Dad from storming into the shop. I mean, it sounds like Vi isn’t having fun, and Dad can get…scary.” 
 
    “What about Uncle Shane?” I asked with dread. 
 
    “He’s playing with the kids outside, and his phone is in the kitchen. If anyone has called or texted him, he’s not aware of the situation yet. Which is probably a good thing.” 
 
    “Probably.” My hands clenched around the steering wheel. “Has Mila mentioned if Vi has actually cried?” 
 
    There was a short pause on my brother’s end, making me tense even more, before Lyric answered. “She said Vi had glazed eyes, but you know it takes more than something like this to cause her to shed tears in front of anyone but you and maybe Shaw. Plus, she has Love Bug with her. No way she’d let a tear fall in front of the kid… Wait. Mila just texted me again.” 
 
    “What does it say?” I gritted out impatiently. 
 
    “Vi is still in the dressing room with dress number five. She refuses to come out, and Mila just heard her sniffling. The door is locked, and she’s in there by herself. She won’t even let Shaw in.” Lyric groaned. “That’s it. I’m telling Dad.” 
 
    I hit the steering wheel with my fist in frustration. “She’s crying, Ric. Fucking crying! While trying on wedding dresses. This shouldn’t be happening. Vi should be laughing—or at least, if she did cry, they should be joyful tears. It’s supposed to be a happy day for her. For us. We’re so close to getting to where we should have been all along, but people keep hurting her!” 
 
    First Megan and her bullshit, and now my mom was trying to make our wedding about her? That was the only reason I could think of for why she was being dramatic over something as nonsensical as what color dress Violet wanted to wear down the aisle. It was Vi’s choice. She’d even asked my opinion on it, and all I could think was I didn’t give a shit what color gown she wore. Because she was going to be beautiful, regardless. 
 
    But mostly because I was finally—fucking finally—making her my wife. 
 
    “Mila just texted that Love Bug is throwing a fit. Aunt Harper is about to lose her shit. And Mom is just sitting there, staring off into space like she’s tuned everyone out. For fuck’s sake, bro. I think she’s lost her mind. Hundred bucks, one of the aunts has a handful of Mom’s hair in her hand before you get there.” 
 
    I was only a few blocks from the dress shop, and my heart was pounding harder than when I was on the field. Muttering a curse, I slammed the brakes and my horn when a group of what had to be drunk bachelorette partiers crossed right in front of me. Even this early in the day, it wasn’t unheard of for a group of chicks to be sloppily stumbling around Nashville. While most guys wanted to go to Vegas for their pre-wedding rituals, women tended to choose Music City. 
 
    “Last chance, Luca. Am I telling Dad or not?” 
 
    I double-parked in front of the shop and grabbed my phone, leaving everything else in the SUV without a second thought. If the damned thing got towed, it got towed. I had more important matters to take care of. “Do what you want. I’m here.” 
 
    Hanging up before he could reply, I pocketed my phone and stomped past the gawking receptionist. Before I got to the showroom where all the dresses were on display, I heard my daughter’s voice. The displeasure in her tone only set my teeth on edge. 
 
    “I don’t like you anymore, Gammy. I’m never coming to visit you again!” 
 
    “That’s emotional manipulation, Remi,” Mom snapped. 
 
    “I don’t know what man-manip-lation means, but you’re a meanie-head and I’m telling my daddy on you!” 
 
    “There’s no need to tell Daddy, Love Bug.” I tried to keep the seething rage out of my voice so as not to scare my kid, but she jumped at the unexpected sound of my voice. Everyone else turned to look at me and I saw relief on Lucy’s face, but everyone else in the room had fury banked in their eyes that told its own story of what was going on. 
 
    “Daddy!” Love Bug ran over to me and wrapped one arm around my leg while pointing at her gammy with the other. “Tell Gammy to stop being rude. Mommy is so sad that she won’t come out and show us her pretty dress.” 
 
    Bending, I lifted her into my arms. Pressing a kiss to her temple, I breathed in her sweet scent in hopes of calming some of my rage, but it barely put a dent in it. Keeping her in my arms was the only solution I could think of to keep from doing something I knew I would regret later. 
 
    “Love Bug, Daddy needs you to put on your earmuffs, princess.” 
 
    She gave me a pout but covered her ears with her hands and started to hum softly, just like I’d taught her. Sometimes I couldn’t keep foul language away from her, so I’d had to come up with something to keep her little ears innocent. 
 
    “Explain. Now,” I commanded in a quiet voice when I turned to face my mom. 
 
    “She won’t pick a traditional dress,” she said with a huff, as if that explained everything. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And?” Mom repeated incredulously. “That girl has deprived you enough over the years. She gave that other boy a white-dress wedding, she can do it for you. Like she was supposed to all along.” 
 
    “I’ve had enough of your bullshit today, Layla,” Aunt Harper snapped. “You have either run your mouth or sat there like some spoiled little brat who isn’t getting her way. This isn’t about you! You’re lucky that you were even invited, but Violet wanted to include you because she loves you. Too bad the same can’t be said for how you feel about her, because obviously, the only thing you care about is causing drama.” 
 
    Mom jerked to her feet, but when she did, Aunt Harper and Aunt Dallas stood in unison. Lucy, Aunt Lana, and Aunt Emmie quickly got to their feet, putting themselves between the others. “This is supposed to be a beautiful day!” Lucy hissed. “Please think about what you’re doing. Is bloodshed how you want to remember this moment?” 
 
    “Not having my child sobbing her heart out in the goddamn dressing room is how I wanted to remember this day, but that hope has already been quashed,” Aunt Harper snarled, pushing closer, getting past Aunt Lana. It didn’t look like Lana was doing much to stop her friend from getting to her sister, but she was at least pretending. Knowing Lana, she probably wanted to cause a little bloodshed of her own where Mom was concerned. 
 
    “Seeing her in a white dress was my hope for the day,” Mom snipped, not backing down. “Looks like neither one of us is getting what we want today.” 
 
    Setting Love Bug on her feet, I used my own hands to cover her ears in order to keep her from being scared. Once her ears were protected, I unleashed all the frustration and rage that had been building. 
 
    “Enough!” I bellowed. 
 
    Mom flinched, and everyone but Aunt Emmie jerked back at the sharpness of my voice. 
 
    “Luca, this isn’t just her wedding!” Mom argued. “You deserve—” 
 
    Lowering my head, I met her gaze head on, letting her see every ounce of fury that was bubbling in my blood. “Vi is getting whatever dress she fucking wants. Because our day doesn’t revolve around a motherfucking dress. That’s just a piece of fabric to cover her up as she walks down the aisle. Our wedding is about the love we have for each other, the family we’ve created together. The life we plan on living side by side until we take our last breaths.” 
 
    Breathing hard, I glared at the woman who had nearly lost her life bringing my brother and me into the world. 
 
    Where the hell had that selfless woman gone, and why was I looking at someone who felt like a complete stranger now?

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 7 
 
    Violet 
 
    “Vi, it’s okay,” Mila called through the door. “Don’t worry about what Layla thinks. As long as you are happy with the dress, nothing else matters.” 
 
    I leaned back against the dressing room door, no longer able to keep the tears in check after the last dress I’d put on and walked out in to show the others. My mom had been all smiles and happy tears, gushing over how beautiful I looked in the gradient purple dress that started out a lighter shade on top and ended in a purplish, blue-black at the bottom. Aunt Dallas had held Mom’s hand, and the two of them had openly wept over how beautiful they thought I was. 
 
    Lucy and Aunt Lana were nodding and whispering about how gorgeous the varying shades went with my eyes, making them practically swirl with purple the way Luca’s did with brown. Aunt Emmie had given her nod of approval and said it was one of the most beautiful dresses she’d ever seen on any bride. Meanwhile, Shaw, Mila, and Love Bug had all been dancing with excitement over how pretty it was. 
 
    Love Bug couldn’t wait to have a dress just like it—because Daddy said she could. 
 
    Then came Layla’s huff and the scathing way she’d raked her eyes over me from head to toe. My heart had sunk into my stomach, and it took every drop of self-control I had not to burst into sobs then and there. 
 
    Stupid pregnancy hormones. 
 
    Disappointed, I’d gone back to the dressing room. With Shaw’s and Kayla’s help, I’d tried on the next dress. After one look in the mirror, I’d known without a shadow of a doubt this was the perfect dress to wear when I married my soul mate. The lighter purple on top blended into darker shades by the time it reached my hips, and then the many layers blended from dark purple to a purplish, blue-green that ended in a soft teal at the bottom. It reminded me of a mermaid, and I knew it was perfect not just for me, but that Love Bug would adore it as well. 
 
    And I just couldn’t do it. 
 
    I couldn’t go back out there and let that woman see my perfect dress and hurt my heart all over again. Only this time, it would shatter completely because this was it. This was the dress. There wasn’t a single thing about it I would change—with the exception of the waistline as my belly grew with my pregnancy. 
 
    Once that realization hit me, I’d kicked Kayla out, pushing Shaw through the door behind her. The moment the door clicked shut and I flipped the lock, I was finally able to let go and have the cry I’d been fighting all morning. 
 
    “Damn it. There’re no windows in there. I can’t shimmy through one to get to her this time,” Shaw grumbled, making me almost want to laugh. She was the best bestie in the history of besties. When I’d tried to hide from the world, she’d scaled my parents’ roof, nearly fallen to her death, and then crawled through my bathroom window to comfort me while I’d had a mental meltdown. 
 
    But the memory only caused a sharp pain somewhere in the center of my being. Gasping for my next breath, I was helpless to stop the sob from escaping, and I slid down the door until I was a soggy pile of beautiful silk and tulle on the dressing room floor. Pressing my face into my hands, I let it all go. 
 
    “Vi, please,” I thought I heard Shaw beg brokenly. “Let me in.” 
 
    Ignoring her, I cried until my throat felt raw. 
 
    “Enough!” 
 
    Startled, my head snapped up when I heard Luca’s bellow. 
 
    No, no, no. 
 
    He couldn’t be here now. 
 
    I didn’t want him to argue with his mom. And I definitely didn’t want him to see me all weepy with smeared makeup while wearing the dress that was supposed to be the one I married him in. 
 
    Grasping the door handle, I tried to pull myself to my feet, but my legs had gone numb from sitting in such an awkward position for so long. With a whimper, I sank back to the floor and curled into a tight ball. 
 
    “Vi?” Shaw yelled through the door. “Violet! Open the door. Let me in. Please, babe.” 
 
    “I—I—” My throat was too sore to speak, and I swallowed around the emotional lump still clogging my throat. 
 
    A fist pounded on the door a moment later. “Vi?” Luca’s voice called, so full of concern it did nothing to relieve the tightness around my voice box. 
 
    “Baby.” His voice softened. “If you don’t open this door, I’m going to break it down. Do you want me to be arrested for destruction of property? Or scare our daughter?” 
 
    “Just give me a moment!” I cried, finding the strength to unlock the door and then scoot out of the way enough so he could squeeze his huge body through the small gap in the now-open door. 
 
    Looking up at him through my tear-soaked lashes, I saw he was in his practice gear. There were grass stains on his long socks and football pants. He even still had his shoulder pads on. His eyes were demented as they swirled back and forth between countless emotions. With his gaze scanning my face, I could feel the anger rolling off him in waves. 
 
    “I’m okay,” I whispered, lowering my eyes back to the mess I’d made of the beautiful dress tangled around me. 
 
    “You want to try that again, without lying to me this time, baby?” 
 
    Sucking my bottom lip between my teeth, I didn’t look up again as I shook my head. 
 
    Sensing him crouching down, I tipped my head up just a little until I was looking at his chin. “Luca…” 
 
    “I want to pick you up and hold you so badly right now, Vi. But you’re so fucking beautiful in that dress that I’m scared I’ll tear it or ruin something.” 
 
    My chin began to quiver hard. “This is the dress,” I whispered. “It’s the one. But… I… I couldn’t let her…tear me down.” 
 
    His hands balled into fists as he pressed them to his knees. “She doesn’t matter. Only you, Violet. If you’re not happy, then I’m in agony. And right now, baby, you’re crying on the floor of some shop in the most beautiful dress I’ve ever seen in my entire life. How do I fix this?” 
 
    “I just wanna go home,” I choked out. “This isn’t fun. Not one moment of it was like it should have been. And our daughter had to see that. She witnessed her grandmother being so…so…” 
 
    “I would describe it as her being a heinous bitch,” he said dryly. 
 
    I nodded as a few tears rolled toward my chin. Using the back of my hand, I smeared them over my skin before they could mar the dress. “Yeah. That. Love had to see me fighting tears, and then she probably heard me in here losing it. She’s not supposed to know sadness, Luca. Only happiness and utter adoration. I promised Remington she’d never know a moment that was anything but perfect.” 
 
    “I made a few of those promises to him as well,” he murmured. “I swore on my life that I’d ensure Love Bug had more happy days than sad ones. And I vowed to always put you above everything and everyone else. I don’t intend on ever breaking those promises to him, Vi. The man may be dead, but I wouldn’t put it past him to haunt me if I don’t follow through.” 
 
    Dashing at the tears that kept falling, I finally looked up at him. “I don’t regret my time with Remington.” I watched his face, looking for any trace of hurt, but I didn’t see even a flicker of it in his eyes. “I married him the same day he told me he was sick, but I never thought of either of us as being selfish. He loved me so much, and I loved him. Now, after all these years, I can admit that love wasn’t nearly as strong as what I feel for you. Because even back then, when I saw you at that Christmas party, I ached to have you hold me and make it all better. But, no, I don’t regret a single moment I spent with Remington.” 
 
    “And I don’t want you to,” he said softly. Reaching out, he gently tucked a few locks of my hair behind my ear. His thumb lingered, caressing down my neck, offering comfort. But not even his touch could ease the pain I was feeling. “I ached without you every day, Violet. And yes, I’ll admit, I even hated you and Remington both when you first got married. But then I got to know him, and we became close. Fuck, babe, he was like my best friend at the end. In my heart, I knew what he was offering me. It was my last chance, the only chance I would ever have to be near you again. He gave me you, which I will be eternally grateful for. But when he gifted me the honor of becoming Love Bug’s daddy, he gave me a taste of heaven.” 
 
    “Having you back in my life, that’s been my own taste of heaven,” I whispered. “But your mom… She said some things today that I don’t know if I can ever forgive.” 
 
    “About Remington?” 
 
    “Yeah. It hurt, Luca.” Lowering my chin to my chest, I squeezed my eyes shut. “I’m so tired of hurting.” 
 
    For such a large man, he moved with astonishing agility and swiftness. I’d witnessed it time and again on the football field, but it still surprised me when he lifted me off the floor and stood. “Guess I’m gonna have to buy you two of these dresses. Plus one for Love Bug. Because we’re not sticking around long enough for you to change, and I’m pretty sure I just smeared dirt and grass all over this one.” 
 
    “Wh-where are we going?” I whispered cautiously as he exited the dressing room. 
 
    “Home, baby,” he said as he walked out to the sitting area where our family was still standing around arguing. “Shaw, can you take Love Bug home with you?” 
 
    “Of course,” my friend assured him, and I saw that she already had my daughter in her arms, cuddling her. “We’re going to have a sleepover, aren’t we, Bug?” 
 
    “We’re going to sleep in the barn with Millie and Henrietta tonight!” Love Bug announced. 
 
    “Um, yeah, we’re totally not doing that, kid. But I’ll set up the projector, and we can watch a movie in the barn with the animals. Okay?” Shaw was already walking toward the door with Mila behind her. 
 
    “I’ll text Lyric and have him bring the kids to your house. The boys love those little goats.” 
 
    “Ian and Isaac can help us feed them!” 
 
    Shaking my head at Love Bug’s glee, I buried my face in Luca’s neck, too tired to face the rest of our family. 
 
    “Mom,” Luca gritted out. “You’re going to apologize to Violet.” 
 
    “No, I’m not.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I said no, Luca.” 
 
    His muscles turned to stone beneath me. “You will apologize, and then you will go back to my house and get your shit. As of this moment, you are no longer welcome in my home.” 
 
    “Wh-what?” Layla stuttered, and I clung to Luca tighter. 
 
    All day, she’d done nothing but hurt me over and over again, but at the first quaver of pain I heard in her voice, sympathy sliced through me. 
 
    “You heard me, Mom. Not only did you ruin this day for Violet, you did nothing but hurt her with your hate-filled words about Remington.” 
 
    “Luca—” 
 
    “No!” he barked, cutting her off. “You don’t get to give me those wounded-doe eyes and pout that lip. You’re not going to turn this around and make me the bad guy for cutting my family off from your toxicity. Dad. Lyric. Lucy. Their families. Every one of them is still welcome, but you? I’m done.” His fingers flexed on my hip. “We’re done. Go. Pack your shit and take your ass back to California. There’s no one in Tennessee for you now.” 
 
    “How can you do this to me?” Layla demanded, her angry voice filled with tears. “I-I’m your mother. I—” 
 
    “Giving birth to me doesn’t give you a pass for treating the people who are my entire world like shit!” he seethed. “Being my mother isn’t a free ticket to spew hurtful, hateful barbs at my future wife. You couldn’t even apologize. Well, you had your chance, and you stuck your nose in the air at it. Now you can go home and live with the consequences.” 
 
    “Nothing I said was untrue!” she argued. 
 
    “Every word out of your mouth was your opinion,” Aunt Emmie interrupted. “Opinions aren’t truths, Layla. And from where I’m standing, your opinions are every bit as toxic as Luca accused you of being. You’re becoming someone I don’t even recognize anymore. I’m proud of him for putting his family first.” 
 
    I felt Luca swallow hard, fighting his sudden emotions. Having Aunt Emmie say she was proud of him wasn’t something he got often. It was high praise that we all hoped to achieve, so when she bestowed it on any of us, of course we got emotional. She was the matriarch of our entire family. Without her, we would be nothing. 
 
    “Whatever. Fine. I’m sorry, okay?” 
 
    The lack of sincerity broke my heart a little more. 
 
    “Goodbye, Mom,” Luca said softly. “I hope you have a good life, but unfortunately, it won’t include me, Violet, or Love Bug.” 
 
    “This is where Remi learned that emotional manipulation from,” she accused. “Right here. I didn’t raise you to be like this.” 
 
    “Her name is Love Bug!” he snapped. “In this family, the people who love her the most, they call her Love Bug.” 
 
    “She told me to call her Remi,” Layla defended with a dramatic huff. 
 
    “Because she sensed what I refused to see. You don’t love her like the other grandkids. You make her feel different.” His laugh was full of nothing but sadness. “She may not be mine by blood, but I would willingly lay down my life for that precious girl. She’s mine in every way that matters. I thought, of all people, you would understand that. Dad did it with Lucy. He adores her almost as much as I do Love Bug. My daughter only makes people who don’t matter call her Remi.” 
 
    I stroked my fingers up and down Luca’s neck, offering him comfort, but he wasn’t done yet. 
 
    “Obviously, you no longer matter. Five-year-olds are too innocent to understand why, but I can see it, Mom. I don’t know what happened to you, or when it caused this change in you. What I do know is that there is something seriously wrong with you. When did your heart grow so cold?” He released a long sigh that was full of so much pain, I felt it to my bones. “How did I miss the moment you became this…empty shell of a woman? You were once so full of love, you made everyone feel the warmth of it. Now, all I see and feel is an icy, bitter person who can’t open her heart to the sweetest little girl I’ve ever met.”

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 8 
 
    Luca 
 
    Being as careful as I could, I placed Violet on the end of our bed and slowly stepped back. That dress was too much. It only enhanced every drop of beauty that exuded from the woman before me. Even with tear streaks down her pale face and smeared makeup around her eyes, she was so gorgeous it took my breath away. 
 
    “It’s just us now,” I promised when I saw the tears had started to glitter in her purple eyes once again. “They all left, baby. No one can see or hear you cry except for me.” 
 
    We’d all arrived back at the house at the same time, Violet, her mom, and Dallas in my SUV, and everyone else in the one Aunt Emmie had rented, with Marcus behind the wheel. Lyric and his four kids had already gone to Shaw’s, but apparently not before he’d told Dad how Mom was acting at the dress shop. 
 
    He, Uncle Nik, and Uncle Shane had all been about to drive into Nashville to confront her when we’d gotten home. I’d carried Vi up to Brady’s apartment and asked her bodyguard to watch over her. Even though he’d had the day off since Aunt Emmie had brought both Marcus and Rodger, I needed him to protect my woman—if only from herself—while I dealt with Mom’s bullshit. 
 
    Things hadn’t been pretty. Dad had stood there, listening to Lucy and Aunt Lana tell him what Mom had said and done before, during, and apparently after, the dress-shopping adventure. If it weren’t for his swirling, ever-changing brown eyes to show me the emotional maelstrom that was happening in his head, I would have thought the man had turned into a statue. There wasn’t even a sign that he was breathing, which had worried me for a moment. But then Lucy had finished and crossed her arms over her chest, sending Mom a look full of all the disappointment, disgust, and anger we were all feeling. 
 
    And that was when he’d finally sucked in a deep breath and slowly released it. “Luca, I’m sorry for everything your mother said and did today. There’s no excuse for the way she acted.” 
 
    “You’re making it sound like I’m the child here, Jesse,” Mom grumbled. “Luca and Vi—” 
 
    “Are grown adults,” he said in a quiet voice. “Who have their own lives. Their own family. It isn’t our place to step in and make demands about anything. Today, you hurt Violet, and now our son wants nothing to do with you. I can’t say I blame him. I’m beyond disappointed in you, Layla. But we’re not going to talk about this here. We’re going home.” 
 
    “Fine,” Mom huffed. “Everyone is just making me the villain anyway. All over a stupid dress.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Dad barked, losing his cool for only a moment before schooling his features and lowering his tone again. “Exactly, Layla. It was just a dress. Her dress. Not yours. She is the one who will be wearing it. Not you. No one but Violet. If she wants to wear a goddamn plastic bag down the aisle, that’s her choice. It’s her wedding.” 
 
    “Our son’s too! And at least the plastic bag would have been white!” 
 
    Squeezing the bridge of his nose, Dad exhaled his frustration. After getting himself together, he turned to give me a tight hug. “I’ll call you.” 
 
    I hugged him back, but the embrace was over quickly. Turning, he made apologies to Aunt Harper and Uncle Shane, both of whom had stood off to the side, watching us. It was obvious Uncle Shane was livid, but he accepted my dad’s apology without sparing Mom so much as a glance. 
 
    Aunt Emmie and Uncle Nik got my parents out of there, leaving Vi’s mom, dad, my sister, and Aunt Lana behind with Aunt Dallas. 
 
    “We’re going to go too,” Uncle Shane said after a tense pause, during which we all just stood there looking at each other. I didn’t know what to say, and apparently neither did anyone else. “We came in Vi’s jet, so we’ll take it back. Lana and Lucy, do you want to come with us, or stay for a few extra days like we planned?” 
 
    “No,” Aunt Lana said with a grimace. “This shitshow was exhausting enough. I miss Drake. Plus, Luca and Vi need some time alone to decompress after the craziness that has become Layla.” 
 
    Lucy gave me a long hug. “Tell Vi I’m sorry about today. I’m still in disbelief over everything, but I could tell Violet was hurting. Let her know that if she needs to talk, we’re only a phone call away.” 
 
    “I don’t like leaving without telling Love Bug goodbye,” Uncle Shane said with a sad shake of his head. “But I don’t think I should be around her while I’m this pissed off. Give her extra cuddles and kisses from us when she gets home.” 
 
    “I will,” I promised. “Let me get Vi and talk to Brady. He can drive you all to the airport if you really want to go home.” 
 
    “I think it’s best for everyone right now. Emotions are high, and we don’t want to upset Vi more than she already is.” Aunt Harper gave me a gentle hug. “We love you both so much, Luca. The way you took care of Vi today, I was so proud of you. Cutting your mom off must have hurt you deeply. I just hope that Layla gets her shit together and starts acting like the old her before the wedding.” 
 
    “The change in her has been slowly coming on for a while now,” Aunt Dallas murmured thoughtfully. That she’d been quiet for so long surprised me, but it wasn’t unusual when she went into nurse mode and tried to analyze a situation from a medical point of view. “I think she should see a psychologist. Or maybe the menopause has fried her brain. Either way, I suggest she seek medical attention.” 
 
    “I told her that three months ago when she kept having mood changes at the drop of a hat.” Aunt Lana shook her head. “She yelled at me and stormed off. We didn’t speak again for over two weeks. Jesse is going to have to insist that she see her doctor, because the way she was acting today was insane.” 
 
    After Brady drove them to the airport, I’d carried Vi up to our room. The day was ruined, but I couldn’t draw my eyes away from her in that wedding dress. My throat tightened with emotion as I dropped to my knees in front of her and cupped her face in my hands. “I’m the luckiest motherfucker in the world. Not only do I get to marry the most beautiful woman in the world, my best friend, the other half of my soul. But I get to strip her out of this amazing dress. Twice.” 
 
    Despite the tears still glazing her eyes, she lifted her lips in a ghost of a smile. “Yeah, you are pretty lucky.” 
 
    “Damn straight. I have you and our love bug. Life couldn’t get more perfect than that.” I brushed my lips over her brow, then her temple, working my way down to the corner of her mouth. “My life is complete with you and our daughter.” 
 
    Her hands covered mine, and she pulled back until our gazes locked. “What…about… What if we had more kids?” 
 
    My eyes widened at her question. “You want more?” 
 
    “Don’t you?” she whispered. 
 
    “I’m more interested in your answer.” 
 
    Vi sucked her bottom lip between her teeth for a moment before lifting one shoulder in a half shrug. “I’m pregnant, Luca.” 
 
    I nearly fell back on my ass at her announcement. “You’re…what?” 
 
    “Pregnant,” she repeated. “Almost ten weeks now.” 
 
    “Ten weeks. Pregnant.” I sucked in a breath, or at least, I attempted to. My lungs wouldn’t cooperate. “You… You’re pregnant.” 
 
    “With twins,” she whispered. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I gasped, my brain turning into complete chaos. Dropping my hands to her waist, I stroked over her abdomen. “Are you okay? How are you feeling? Morning sickness? Remington said it was bad with Love Bug. Have you been dealing with that and I didn’t know? How did I not know?” 
 
    “Luca.” 
 
    “I mean, yeah, your tits have been bigger, but I love your tits, Vi. The bigger they are, the better, and I’ve been getting my fill of them lately. They’re so damn perfect.” I cupped each one in my hands, earning me a small, needy moan from her. “But I didn’t think about it. Please tell me you’re okay.” 
 
    “Luca.” 
 
    “We’ve had sex every night for months now. I should have realized something was up when you didn’t get your period. I know your cycle like I know football formations. But getting to put my cock in that sweet pussy must have short-circuited that part of my memory.” 
 
    “Luca!” she shouted with a giggle. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked, continuing to cup and squeeze her amazing tits. 
 
    “Maybe we should discuss the fact that I’m pregnant. With twins. And how that makes you feel.” 
 
    I paused mid-squeeze and unloaded all the thoughts in my head at once. “I’mma be honest with you, Violet. I am a little scared right now. I don’t know how my brother handles four kids. Especially two sets of twins. I’m worried I won’t have enough time to give Love Bug the attention she’s used to from me. I’m terrified she’ll think I don’t love her as much as I love the babies in your belly because I’m not her biological daddy. And at the same time, I’m rock hard, dying to put my cock inside you. Because I made those babies with you, and that’s hot as fuck. I can’t wait to go to the doctor with you and hear their heartbeats like we did with Love Bug. I want to see them squirming around on an ultrasound screen and witness your belly getting bigger and bigger as they grow. I’m proud as fuck and scared out of my mind and so goddamn h-happy.” 
 
    Her eyes softened when my voice broke. “That’s a lot to be feeling, Luca. But I get it. I’ve been feeling all that since I found out I’m pregnant.” 
 
    “When did you find out?” 
 
    “A few weeks ago.” She bit her lip and sighed before giving me another half shrug. “The day the stuff with Megan blew up. I was going to tell you that night, but things got crazy, and I didn’t want to share something this special when you were freaking out over whether I might leave you if Megan had actually had your son.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was a really shitty day. I’m glad you saved this news.” Taking her hands in mine, I stroked my thumbs over her knuckles, enjoying the feel of the engagement ring on her finger. That diamond told the world she was spoken for. Now, with the babies that I’d put in her belly, there would be no missing the fact that she was mine. 
 
    Maybe I’d keep her pregnant. 
 
    Guilt hit me, just thinking of more kids. 
 
    “Will Love Bug think I don’t love her now?” I voiced my biggest fear. 
 
    “Of course not.” Violet laughed when I kept looking up at her, not fully believing her words. “Luca, she’s been begging for a brother or sister. She told me yesterday that she can’t be outdone by Grier. Since Shaw is pregnant, Love wants a sibling too. Think of how excited she’s going to be when she finds out she’s getting two at once. I doubt Shaw will be able to pull off twins with her current pregnancy. She already confirmed there’s only one baby in there.” 
 
    “I don’t want Love Bug to ever doubt how much she means to me, Vi,” I whispered. “You and that girl are my entire world. What if she—” 
 
    “She won’t,” Violet promised. 
 
    “But what if I can’t love these babies as much as I love her?” That was my second biggest fear. How could I possibly love another kid as much as I loved my daughter? And we were expecting two. My heart was only so big. 
 
    As if she could read my mind, Violet pushed me onto my back and then straddled my waist. “Listen to me, Luca Thornton. You’re capable of more love than you think. How else do you think you love a little girl so much whom you had no part in creating?” 
 
    “I’m able to love her so much because she’s half you, Vi,” I told her honestly. “From the moment Remington showed me her ultrasound picture, I loved her. Because I never stopped loving you.” 
 
    Tears filled her eyes once again, and she gave me a trembling, watery smile. “Well, these babies are half me too. They are me and they are you. Our love created them, and you’ll love them just as much as you do Love Bug, without depriving her of an ounce of the attention or adoration that she’s used to getting from you.” 
 
    “What if I turn into a bad dad?” I continued to worry. 
 
    “Luca, that isn’t possible.” 
 
    “Baby, your faith in me is awe-inspiring. But I don’t share that same faith in my ability to love and care for more than you and Love Bug. I seriously hope I’m wrong, but it just seems impossible to me.” 
 
    Bending forward, she brushed her lips over mine. “Then I’ll help you, and you’ll eventually trust your ability to love wholeheartedly.” 
 
    “I know I can do that, but only with you and Bug. I’m a selfish bastard, Vi. Always have been, and until that little girl was placed in my arms, I figured I always would be. Remington saved my life when he entrusted yours to me.” 
 
    “These babies will know your love too,” she assured me before giving me a slower, more lingering kiss. “Now, I need you to do something for me.” 
 
    “Anything, baby.” 
 
    She tossed her hair out of her face and bit her lip as she looked down at me through her lashes. “Make me forget about this crappy day. Give me new memories to replace the ones that hurt.” 
 
    Cupping the back of her head, I pulled her closer until our lips were nearly touching. “I’ll give you whatever you need, Vi. From here until the day I take my last breath. I live for you.”

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 9 
 
    Jesse 
 
    I couldn’t look at Layla the entire flight back to the West Coast. 
 
    My heart felt heavy. With disappointment. Anger. Disillusionment. 
 
    The changes had started in her years before. When everyone was trying to “help” Lucy plan her wedding, Layla had gotten carried away, but I couldn’t help noticing the beginnings of a change even then. Her entire personality began to shift, and I kept making excuses for it. 
 
    She was sad that our daughter was growing up. 
 
    She couldn’t wrap her head around Lucy’s mental illness that silently urged her to harm herself. 
 
    Things calmed down after Lu got married and had Hayat. For a little while, at least. But from time to time, my wife would do random things that were so completely unlike her, it was like she’d been abducted and replaced by an entirely different person. One day she would be my Layla, the next, she would be a stranger, then back to my Layla again. 
 
    As the years passed, I saw more of the stranger than the woman I’d fallen so madly in love with. The woman who had completed my world, given me the family of my own I’d never thought I’d have. She’d brought Lucy and Lana into my life. She’d given me our two pain-in-the-ass, but amazing sons. Because of her, we had seven incredible grandchildren. 
 
    Our lives had only gotten brighter as time passed. 
 
    Yet I saw less and less of the woman I loved during that time. 
 
    And I didn’t know what to do. 
 
    The love I had for her hadn’t faded. Even when she felt like a stranger, my heart still did a weird little flip every time I saw her. She might not be the same woman, but she was mine, and I couldn’t imagine my life without her. 
 
    Layla was quiet on the flight back to California. Sullenly, she refused to speak to anyone, including Emmie and Nik. I didn’t even try to make conversation with her or my bandbrother and sister. My heart felt broken. For Violet. For Luca. For Love Bug. 
 
    For me. 
 
    I couldn’t keep making excuses for why Layla was being the way she was more often than not these days. Something was off. Wrong. I could sense it, had for years now, and I’d refused to acknowledge it. 
 
    Maybe we needed to see a counselor. Perhaps she was depressed and needed therapy or even medication? I wasn’t sure what would help, or if anything could, but I had to try. I wanted my Layla back. 
 
    Not this cold, empty shell of the woman who had won my heart so easily. 
 
    Once we were on the ground and the pilot had opened the door, I slowly pushed to my feet. Layla muttered something under her breath and stood, but as she did, I saw her begin to sway. On reflex, I reached for her, my arms going around her as her eyes went blank, and she became dead weight against me. 
 
    “Emmie!” I cried, lifting my wife into my arms and laying her on the couch. 
 
    Emmie, Nik, the flight attendant, and the pilot all came running. The pilot and flight attendant had first aid training. Helplessly, I watched as they checked for Layla’s pulse, and my heart stopped when the pilot pulled down an oxygen mask. He didn’t start chest compressions, which told me her heart hadn’t stopped, but that didn’t prevent me from inwardly freaking out as the flight attendant called 9-1-1. 
 
    The next few hours were a blur. 
 
    I rode with Layla in the ambulance to the nearest ER. As soon as she was rolled through the sliding doors, a team was ready to do tests. By that time, she’d started to come around, but she was still disoriented. Labs and a CT scan with contrast were done from head to toe. 
 
    As soon as the radiologist read the results, one of several doctors who had been waiting to examine Layla upon our arrival walked into the private room, where I was waiting with Emmie and Nik while Layla slept. 
 
    “Mr. Thornton, your wife has a tumor on her pituitary gland. It’s one of the biggest I’ve ever seen in my twenty years as a neurosurgeon.” 
 
    My knees went weak at his words, delivered so cavalierly. Nik caught me and helped me sit in the chair that was thankfully right behind me, but I was shaking as I looked up at the man in green surgical scrubs. “She has a tumor? Cancer?” 
 
    “Most pituitary tumors aren’t cancerous,” he assured me, and my heart began to beat again. “They are typically slow-growing tumors that don’t spread to other parts of the brain or body. But as I said, your wife’s is quite large. I would like to remove it first thing in the morning.” 
 
    Numb, with relief that it was most likely not cancer, but that Layla still needed brain surgery, I listened to him tell me the risks and what to expect following the removal of the tumor. He explained that, for the mass to be as big as it was, it would have been growing for years. At least a decade, maybe longer. After it was removed, Layla would most likely need hormone replacement and adrenal steroids, but an endocrinologist would monitor her and decide if and when she would need to start medication. 
 
    “This tumor,” I choked out when he asked if I had any questions. “Could it cause mood swings? Maybe personality changes?” 
 
    Emmie sucked in a harsh breath and grasped my arm. “Oh my Gods,” she whispered as we looked up at the doctor, who was already nodding. 
 
    “The pituitary gland regulates hormones that can cause shifts in moods and even personality. I’m not at all surprised that she may have been having these symptoms, especially given the size of the tumor.” 
 
    There it was. 
 
    The answer to why she hadn’t been my Layla at times. 
 
    Guilt threatened to swallow me whole. 
 
    I should have made her see a doctor when I first noticed the mood swings and differences in her personality. 
 
    Instead, I’d made excuses and ignored what had actually been a sign of a serious illness. 
 
    “Will…” I paused to swallow around the tightness in my throat. “Will she be okay?” 
 
    “The survival rate for a pituitary tumor is high,” he said with a reassuring smile. “Full recovery can take up to six weeks, but I’m confident that your wife will make a complete recovery. As I said, the endocrinologist will keep a close watch on her levels and medicate her as necessary.” 
 
    Emmie relaxed beside me, but I was still tense. “How many of these types of surgeries have you done?” 
 
    The doctor gave me an understanding nod. “Great question. I can understand your need for reassurance about my abilities. If it were my wife, I’d be worried about who was in charge of her care as well. I specialized in neurosurgery and graduated top of my class from the University of Kentucky, which is the top neurosurgery school in the country. Pituitary tumors make up about seventeen percent of all brain tumors or masses a year. I’ve seen more cases like this than I can count—the only difference is that your wife’s tumor is considerably larger than I usually encounter. She might have to undergo radiation following surgery due to the extreme size, but we won’t know for sure until after I’ve removed the tumor—or as much as I safely can.” 
 
    “So, it’s not a simple surgery and then medication as you first led me to believe.” I balled my hands into fists. “Emmie, find the best neurosurgeon in the country. Whatever it costs, make it happen.” 
 
    “Jesse,” she murmured. “I already ran a check on Dr. Dvorak, and the other doctors who are working tonight, when we first got here. He is the top neurosurgeon in the country.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” I choked out. 
 
    “I wouldn’t let some novice touch Layla,” she reassured me. “He’s the best. I promise.” 
 
    Knowing I could trust her, I looked back at the doctor. “She’s going to be okay?” 
 
    “The statistics are in her favor,” Dr. Dvorak answered. 
 
    I didn’t like that answer, but apparently it was all he could offer me. 
 
    The helpless feeling that had hit me when Layla first lost consciousness only kept growing. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I couldn’t lose my wife.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 10 
 
    Shane 
 
    My phone started blowing up as soon as we touched down. Lana and Lucy frowned at their own screens as the pilot taxied toward the private hangar where Violet’s jet was stored when on the West Coast. 
 
    Sharp inhales from both my sister-in-law and Lucy had me ignoring my own phone to make sure they were both okay. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Mom,” Lucy whispered, looking up at me with wide brown eyes full of… 
 
    Fuck, I didn’t like what I saw. And when I glanced at Lana, my dread only grew. 
 
    “What about your mom?” Harper asked, unbuckling her seat belt. “Lucy honey, what’s going on?” 
 
    “Mom collapsed when they touched down. She was taken to a nearby hospital, and they did tests.” Lucy blinked, and her tears started spilling. “Dad said she’s got a tumor. On her pituitary gland.” 
 
    Dallas stood and grabbed the phone out of Lana’s slack hands. As she read the messages on the screen, her eyes widened, and then she pushed the phone back into my sister-in-law’s hands and called to the flight attendant to bring two cups of strong black coffee with plenty of sugar in them. 
 
    Palms sweating, I finally looked at my own phone. I read the last text from Emmie first. 
 
    Em: Surgery is scheduled for first thing tomorrow. The neurosurgeon doesn’t know if he can safely remove the entire mass, but he’s the best in the country from what I could find out about him. If he can’t get it all, she will have to undergo radiation to shrink the rest of it. Once she’s recovered, she’ll have to be medicated for hormone replacement and adrenal steroids to regulate her thyroid and all that other shit. 
 
    Squeezing the back of my neck with my free hand, I thumbed up to the first of the missed messages. Emmie’s plane had been ready and waiting for them when they’d gotten to the airport, but Vi’s jet hadn’t even been taken out of the hangar yet. It took two hours for them to do the preflight inspection and have the pilot arrive since it was last minute. We hadn’t planned on returning home until Monday because we were going to attend Luca’s game on Sunday. 
 
    After the shitshow that my little girl’s wedding-dress-shopping experience had turned into, and knowing she would hide her pain and put on a brave face with all of us hanging around, Harper and I had decided that it was better for Violet’s mental health if we went home early. Vi being able to express her emotions without worrying if it would upset us was more important than trying to comfort her as we ached to do. But my kid was wired differently, always wanting to protect everyone from her own emotional state. I wouldn’t be able to sleep if I knew she was having a difficult time. 
 
    She only ever let Luca and Shaw see her break down, and if that was what she needed, then we weren’t going to linger and make things harder for her than they already were. 
 
    The extra time waiting at the Nashville airport had meant Emmie and the others got back to California several hours ahead of us. During that time, Layla had had a medical emergency that caused even the normally cool-headed Emmie to freak out a little. 
 
    And it was her reaction to what was going on that truly scared me. 
 
    As soon as the door was open to the jet, I guided the women down the stairs and out to the waiting van. Emmie must have sent it, because Rodger was behind the wheel. We all piled in and made the surprisingly short drive to the hospital where Layla had been admitted. 
 
    The press hadn’t gotten wind of the incident yet because there were no flashing lights of paparazzi cameras to greet us as we unloaded and rushed into the hospital toward the bank of elevators. Rodger had already given us instructions on how to get to Layla’s room. The distinctive smell that screamed hospital hit my nose, and I tried not to shudder. Nothing good had ever happened in any hospital I’d been to. Even with the births of babies came the pain and the fear. But it was the thought of blood that triggered me, and I tried to breathe through my mouth to avoid the antiseptic smell that had scenes of gore playing through my head like a PTSD flashback. 
 
    Lana and Lucy clung to each other as we rode up to the third floor. “She’s going to be okay, right, Dallas?” Lucy asked in a quivering voice. 
 
    “Pituitary tumors are rarely cancerous. They have a high survival rate, and recovery isn’t long. With proper monitoring and medication, she should be fine. But the pituitary gland regulates hormones. It could explain all the bizarre changes we’ve seen in Layla over the years. This kind of mass is normally a slow grower, so if it’s as big as what Emmie suggested in the text to Lana, it’s a good bet that this thing has been growing for a long time.” 
 
    “She’s been sick for years, and we didn’t know about it?” Lucy asked, her eyes growing more stricken. 
 
    “You can’t think of it like that. All we saw were mood swings and a few episodes of her not acting like the Layla we all know. Unless there were other symptoms, there was no way of knowing that she could have potentially had a tumor growing in her brain.” Dallas wrapped her arm around Lucy’s shoulders. “No one could have predicted this was happening inside her, Lu.” 
 
    “She did complain about having more headaches recently,” Lana said as we walked off the elevator. 
 
    “Headaches can be caused by anything,” Dallas excused. “No one rationally thinks they have a brain tumor just because of a headache.” 
 
    “Yeah, but—” 
 
    “Stop blaming yourselves,” Dallas interrupted. Stopping, she turned to face the other two women. “I’m sure Jesse is already doing plenty of that himself right now. He doesn’t need you two doing it as well. Think about how destroyed he’s feeling at the moment, and put on a brave face for him.” 
 
    Lana and Lucy interlocked their fingers and gave Dallas a firm nod. “You’re right. Let’s go. I need to see my sister,” Lana whispered. 
 
    Marcus stood outside the private room. Seeing us coming, he stepped forward and hugged Lucy. Before she’d married Harris, and even for a while afterward, he’d been her personal bodyguard. He continued to step in when she had to go somewhere alone, but mostly, he worked with Rodger protecting Emmie these days. 
 
    “She’s awake and alert now,” he murmured. “Don’t cry, or she’ll start crying again. She’s scared and upset with herself.” 
 
    Lucy swallowed hard but gave him a tight smile and nodded. “Okay. Thanks, Marcus.” 
 
    “I heard the doctor say she is going to be okay after the surgery. Even if she has to have radiation afterward, she’s got a good chance of making a full recovery.” 
 
    “But what if she doesn’t?” she asked in a small voice, reminding me of the little girl I’d met all those years before. 
 
    That was another lifetime ago. Since then, we’d all lived a hundred different moments, each of them amazing, yet incredibly scary in their own ways. Even some of the happiest moments had been terrifying at times. 
 
    Harper hugged Lucy. “Sweetie, let’s not think like that. Having positive thoughts gives positive vibes. Keep visualizing that your mom is going to be okay, and she will be.” 
 
    “She was awful today,” Lucy said, burying her face in Harper’s chest. “I kept thinking that she was worse than when we went shopping for my wedding dress. She was becoming a monster. But it wasn’t her fault, was it? It was this tumor?” 
 
    Dallas rubbed her back. “Most likely, yes.” 
 
    “See?” Harper said softly. “There was a reason all along. Now we know what was making her act so unlike herself. After this surgery, she’s going to be back to her old self, and everything will be fine.” 
 
    “But she can’t unsay the terrible things she said to Violet. She hurt her so badly.” 
 
    Harper’s arms tightened around Lucy, and I watched as my wife’s face tightened with pain and anger. “All of that is true,” she said after a moment. “But the thing about Vi is that she has a huge heart. Once she knows all the facts, she’ll forgive Layla. That’s just how my daughter is. Your mom may have thought otherwise, but Violet has the capacity to be more forgiving than anyone else I’ve ever met.” 
 
    Swallowing with difficulty, I had to look away. She was right. Violet was the kindest and strongest person I’d ever met. Her struggle with her mental health had left me shaking. More nights than I could count, I’d woken in a cold sweat and gone to her room to make sure she was sleeping safely in her bed. Then she’d lost her husband while pregnant. Everyone said Luca was the reason she’d been able to move forward without turning to her dark thoughts again. 
 
    But I didn’t think it was all Luca. 
 
    Vi was braver than anyone gave her credit for. 
 
    Taking a step back, Harper mopped up Lucy’s damp face. “Take a deep breath, honey. We’re going in there and giving your mom all the love and support she needs to get through this. Whatever we have to do, it will get done if it means helping her overcome every obstacle.” 
 
    “Should we call Lyric and Luca?” Lucy wondered as she finished drying her face. “Let them know what is going on?” 
 
    “Let’s wait and talk to Jesse about that,” I suggested. “With all the stress he’s under right now, I don’t know if he wants those two underfoot during the procedure. And even if we did tell them now, there’s no way they would get here before her surgery.” 
 
    The women nodded in agreement, and I gave Lucy one last glance to make sure she was emotionally stable before knocking on the door. 
 
    A moment later, Nik pulled it open. His blue eyes looked stark in a face that was pale and drawn. “Hey,” he said quietly. “Come in. But don’t get too loud or…” He lowered his voice and looked at Lucy and Lana. “Emotional.” 
 
    We all nodded our understanding, and he stepped back, allowing us into the room. Walking in, it was hard to miss Layla lying in the bed. She looked small with all the wires hooked to her. There was a heart monitor but also some kind of cap that was on her head, monitoring her brain. The top of the bed was raised enough so she wasn’t lying flat, and she was turned on her side. 
 
    Jesse sat on the bed with her, rubbing her back and speaking softly to her. I could hear her crying, and I gritted my teeth. Only a matter of hours before, I’d wanted to strangle this woman, but now I felt only sympathy and fear. Layla was family. She was just as much a sister to me as Emmie and Lana were. I loved her. Even when she was pushing my buttons and driving me to the point of madness over the way she’d treated my child, a part of me had still cared about her. 
 
    Lana and Lucy rushed over to the side of the bed where Jesse was sitting. Bending, they both hugged her at the same time. “How are you feeling, Mom?” 
 
    “I have a headache, honey,” Layla said in a raspy voice. “You shouldn’t have come. Harris and the kids need you at home.” 
 
    “You need me too,” Lucy murmured. 
 
    “I don’t deserve to have you here,” her mom argued. “Especially after today. Luca…” Her breath shuddered out of her, and I watched as the numbers on her heart monitor increased before lowering again. “He hates me now.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about Luca. He’ll come around. Let’s focus on getting you better. After this is all over, you can make it up to him.” 
 
    Taking my hand, Harper urged me over to the window, where Nik and Emmie were standing. Dallas followed and hugged Emmie. “You good?” 
 
    “Tired, but otherwise fine,” Emmie said with a grim smile. 
 
    “Want me to speak to her nurses and doctor? They can catch me up on everything, and I can speak in English for those who don’t speak medicalese.” 
 
    “The doctor dumbed it down for us, but yes, I would really appreciate it if you spoke to the nurses. Find out the game plan for tomorrow, so I can be prepared for any possible hiccups.” 
 
    Nodding, Dallas gave her another hug and left us to speak to the nurses. Harper stepped forward and hugged both Nik and Emmie. “What can we do to help?” 
 
    “Just being here is enough,” Emmie assured her. “We haven’t told Drake yet. He’s at Arella’s for the weekend since he thought Lana was going to be gone until Monday. Arella will freak out and call Lyric if she finds out what’s going on. Jesse wanted to call the twins, but Layla had a meltdown, so he promised no one would tell them until after the surgery.” 
 
    “Once she woke up earlier, the doctor took the time to explain everything. About the mass, the surgery, and what most likely will follow.” Nik scrubbed his hands over his face, looking every year of his age at the moment. 
 
    I was starting to feel each of mine too. 
 
    “She’s all torn up over how she acted back in Nashville. She needs you both to reassure her that she didn’t ruin anything.” 
 
    Harper and I locked gazes for a long moment, sharing a silent conversation. The stress of the day was pressing down on us both. Although some of the things Layla had said weren’t in her true nature, it was hard to stomach that she’d caused Violet pain of any kind. Yet we couldn’t walk away and not support my bandbrother and his wife when they needed us the most. 
 
    “Whatever they need,” I assured Nik. “We’re not going anywhere.” 
 
    “Shane?” 
 
    I turned at Jesse’s voice to find him standing. Crossing the space between us, I threw my arms around him and pounded him on the back. “I’m here, brother.” 
 
    I felt the big man tremble before he returned my backslap and stepped back. “Layla wants to speak to you and Harper.” 
 
    My wife came up beside me and took my hand before bending beside the bed. With her free hand, she brushed the hair back from Layla’s face. “You should save your energy. You’re going to need it for tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Layla choked out. “No matter what happens, I need you to tell Vi how much I regret everything I said today. I don’t know what came over me. I don’t…” She closed her eyes. “A part of me was yelling in my head even as I spoke those terrible things to her today. Of course, she should wear whatever dress she wants. I don’t know why I became so fixated on her wearing white. And those horrible things I said about Remington using her…” 
 
    “Layla, don’t work yourself up. Once Violet knows everything, she won’t hold today against you.” 
 
    “Maybe she won’t, but I have to live with how awful I was to her. And Luca…” She covered her face with her hands, the IV sticking out of the back of the right one, making my stomach queasy with the sight of a little blood that needed to be flushed through the line. 
 
    Quickly, I averted my eyes before I ended up making things worse by puking on the floor—or Layla. 
 
    “Luca is hardheaded, but he will follow Vi’s lead.” Harper was the voice of reason, distracting me from my rebelling stomach. “Now, stop worrying about the kids, and focus on yourself. The goal is to get you better so you can be at their wedding. February might seem like a while away, but it’s going to go by quickly with all the holidays coming and football season. Vi will need both of us to help her organize everything while Luca is working.” 
 
    Slowly, she lowered her hands, and I was able to look at her again. “You think she’ll still let me help?” 
 
    “As long as it doesn’t tire you out, she’ll appreciate all the help she can get.” Leaning forward, Harper whispered something to Layla that had her brown eyes widening. 
 
    Tears spilled down her cheeks. “I’ll have to get better as quickly as possible, then,” she breathed, making me wonder what my wife had said to put that glitter in the other woman’s eyes. 
 
    I kissed the top of Layla’s head. “We love you, Layla. Tomorrow is going to be a busy day, so you need to rest. But we will be here the entire time. Waiting to see you the moment the doctors say you can have visitors.” 
 
    Layla caught my hand, and I kept my gaze focused on her face rather than where she was touching me. Don’t look at the blood. Don’t look at the blood. Don’t look at the blood. I couldn’t puke on her. “I love you all so much. Please remember that. I truly am sorry about today.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about today. It’s all in the past now,” I rasped, and my gaze flickered to her IV site. Shit. Bile lifted into the back of my throat. Gulping it down, I felt the sweat beading my brow. “Rest now,” I practically begged. “We’ll be close by, I promise.” 
 
    “Shane—” 
 
    “Layla, he’s trying not to blow chunks all over you,” Lana murmured from the other side of the bed. “The poor guy has been fighting his gag reflex for a few minutes now.” 
 
    “What?” She glanced down at her hand and groaned before pulling the cover over it. 
 
    The absence of the sight of blood didn’t ease my nausea. I was past the point of no return. 
 
    “In here!” Emmie called, opening the door to the connecting private bathroom. 
 
    I barely had time to get to the toilet before I was puking, while behind me, everyone burst out laughing. Groaning, I vomited again. At least my inability to see bodily fluids that weren’t either my own, my wife’s, or my children’s had eased some of the tension for a little while. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 11 
 
    Luca 
 
    The unrelenting sound of my phone going off pulled me from a deep sleep. Groaning, I lifted my lashes to see what time it was, only to find Violet still on top of me. She’d fallen asleep, completely exhausted. I shifted and felt her walls clench around my cock, realizing that I’d fallen asleep while still inside her. 
 
    Fuck, she was going to be sore. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time we’d fallen asleep like this, and every time, I regretted it because she was uncomfortable for a day or so afterward. But damn if it wasn’t the best feeling in the world to wake up inside the woman I loved. 
 
    The noise of my phone stopped, only for it to start up again. Muttering a curse, I reached out for it, blindly patting the bed and then the side table when I didn’t immediately touch it. As I finally wrapped my fingers around the device, it stopped, but just as quickly, it started ringing again. 
 
    Violet whined in her sleep, and she shifted so she was turned in the opposite direction from the noise. I was about to silence the phone when I saw it was Aunt Emmie calling. With the number of missed calls from her already, my stomach grew queasy as the realization that something must be wrong hit me. 
 
    Swiping my thumb across the screen, I lifted it to my ear. “Hello?” 
 
    “The jet is waiting at the airport for you and Lyric. I need you both here.” 
 
    The tension in her voice that was so unlike my aunt only made me want to puke more. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “How awake are you? I don’t want to have to explain this twice. I’ve already called Lyric, and he’s on his way over from Jagger’s right now. If you’re going to pack anything, make sure it’s enough for at least a week or two.” 
 
    “I can’t miss that many practices!” I whisper-shouted, but it was still loud enough to make Vi lift her head. She blinked down at me in confusion and then wiggled her hips. When I saw the discomfort flicker across her face, I nearly howled in pain. I was hurting her. 
 
    “I already spoke to the team’s owner. You have off for as long as you need.” 
 
    Aunt Emmie’s voice distracted me from my current situation. “What happened?” I demanded again. 
 
    “Your mom collapsed yesterday when we touched down at the airport. After some tests, they found a tumor on her pituitary gland. She had it removed early this morning.” 
 
    Frowning, I quickly glanced at my phone to check the time. Shit. California was two hours behind us in time, so it was nearly eleven thirty there. Putting the phone back to my ear, I tried to speak through the lump choking me. “Is she okay?” 
 
    Tears filled my eyes, and Vi cupped my face. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    I could only shake my head as I listened to Aunt Emmie. “The surgeon was able to get everything. No radiation will be needed. She’s already out of recovery and slowly waking up. Prognosis for a full recovery is good. But she needs her kids and grandbabies around her right now.” 
 
    Before I could ask more questions, I heard the doorbell going off. Lyric had arrived and was pressing down on the ringer and pounding his fist against the front door at the same time. Vi jerked at the loudness. He sounded like the fucking cops trying to break down the door. I couldn’t hold back my groan when she lifted off me, leaving my cock lying hard and wet against my stomach. 
 
    Grabbing my shirt off the floor, she rushed out of the room even as she slid the huge thing over her head. “I’m coming!” 
 
    The need to follow her, to keep her locked in our bedroom, was at war with asking more questions. Knowing it was my brother at the door was the only thing that kept me where I was, listening intently as I waited for answers. 
 
    My aunt sighed heavily in my ear. “Lyric knows everything. He will explain it to you on the way. For now, just get yourselves here. Bring Vi and Love Bug. Your mom needs all the love she can get to help her get through this.” 
 
    “I…” I sat up. “But she’s okay? I mean… Did our argument make her collapse? Did I do this to her?” 
 
    “No, Luca, no,” she rushed to assure me, her tone turning soft. “This has been growing in her head for years. Maybe even decades. They don’t know for sure, but the mass was the biggest the doctor had ever seen. He said it was a miracle he was able to safely extract it all.” 
 
    “Is it cancerous?” The memories of Remington telling me about his own brain tumor flooded my mind, and my tears fell faster. “Is it aggressive?” 
 
    “It’s not cancerous. With some close monitoring and medication later on, she’s going to be fine. I wouldn’t lie to you, Luca.” 
 
    Violet came running back into the bedroom, distracting me yet again. 
 
    “Baby, don’t run!” I commanded, scared she might hurt herself or the babies. 
 
    “I have to get us packed!” she exclaimed, disappearing into the closet. “We can’t waste time. Layla needs us.” 
 
    “The pilot is waiting,” Aunt Emmie informed me. “I’ll have someone meet you when you land. They will have enough child car seats for you on the plane and in the car. I love you. All of you.” 
 
    “I-I love you too,” I choked out before the phone went silent. 
 
    Stunned, I just sat there on the side of the bed, staring down at my phone. It wasn’t until Violet stepped between my legs, completely dressed now and her hair damp from a shower, that I realized time had passed. “Luca, you need to shower and get dressed,” she said softly, cupping both sides of my face. 
 
    “My mom…” 
 
    “I know,” she said, her eyes darkening with pain and sadness. “I’m sorry. We’ll get to her as fast as we can, I promise. But you have to get cleaned up and dressed before we can leave.” 
 
    “What am I going to do? I told her we didn’t want to see her yesterday.” 
 
    “That was yesterday,” she said with a shrug. “We’re not going to think about it. She needs us, and we’re going to be there for her.” 
 
    “She’s sick.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t excuse what she said to you,” I growled. 
 
    “Luca, get your butt in the shower right now!” she commanded, stepping back. “I have to get Love Bug’s things ready, and then I’ll meet you downstairs. If you’re not in the kitchen in the next ten minutes, I’m going to send Lyric up here to kick your ass.” 
 
    “Where is Love Bug?” 
 
    “Waiting in the car with Shaw and the other kids. Lyric is grabbing all their stuff. Now, hurry.” She dropped a kiss on my lips before sprinting out of the room again. 
 
    “Stop running!” 
 
    “Hurry the fuck up!” she yelled back.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 12 
 
    Luca 
 
    With six kids on Aunt Emmie’s private jet, it felt overcrowded. As soon as the pilot gave the all clear to take off our seat belts, we released the kids like wild animals from cages and let them play. Shaw had the flight attendant put on a movie, but it was nothing more than background noise. 
 
    Lyric’s twin daughters weren’t used to flying yet. It still hurt their ears when we flew. It helped to have them drink from their sippy cups until their ears popped to relieve the pressure of the altitude change, but they were still grumpy for the first half of the flight. Grier, Ian, and Isaac played with the box of toys and crafts that Aunt Emmie kept to distract kids because they traveled with her so often. 
 
    Love Bug, however, stayed on my lap from the moment we were in the air. Wanting to cuddle, asking me if I was okay, squeezing my cheeks in her little hands and kissing my face when I gave her a grim smile and assured her everything was fine. Of course, she didn’t believe me. She wasn’t stupid. Everyone was tense. Not just me, but Lyric, Mila, Jagger, and Shaw. Violet rushed around, helping soothe the youngest set of twins or assisting the flight attendant getting snacks and drinks for the kids. I knew she was just as upset as the rest of us, but she was trying to keep busy so I wouldn’t worry about her. 
 
    Impossible. 
 
    I felt lost. Struggling between needing to get to California as quickly as possible to make sure my mom really was okay, and demanding the pilot turn around to take my family back to Nashville. Mom was sick, but that didn’t give her an excuse for the awful things she’d said to Vi the day before. A tumor didn’t give her a free pass to be a bitch to anyone—especially not to my future wife. 
 
    My brother sat beside me, bouncing one leg for a few moments before switching to the other. He rubbed his sweaty palms down his jeans before scrubbing them over his face. He combed his fingers through his hair and tugged at the ends, making him look unkempt. I wondered if my eyes were just as crazy as his looked. 
 
    Slinging an arm around his shoulders, I pulled him closer. “She’s going to be okay. Aunt Emmie promised.” 
 
    “What if something happens before we get there?” He voiced my own fears aloud. “What if there are complications? You heard the stories Dad told us. When she was put under for the emergency C-section to deliver us, she didn’t wake up for days. They thought she might never—” 
 
    “Aunt Emmie said she was already out of recovery,” I reminded him, pushing down my worry in order to be strong for my twin. “She needs us there to help her over the next week or two. But she’s fine. Shaw explained everything her mom told her about what the tumor was and what comes afterward. We just have to keep her happy until she’s completely better.” 
 
    “I don’t want the kids at the hospital.” 
 
    I shrugged. “She’ll be home in a few days. Until then, Lucy and the two of us are enough company for her. And Vi and Mila. We’ll have plenty of people to watch the kids. Shaw and Jagger can stay at the mansion. Mrs. Briggs will keep everyone fed, and Brady can try to tame the wildlings.” I glanced over at my nephews. Ian had drawn a stick figure and then cut it out with safety scissors. Using a glue stick, he smeared it over the back of the construction paper before pressing his artwork to his twin’s forehead. Isaac burst out laughing and did the same with his own stick-person masterpiece. “See? They’re not even worried. This is all an adventure to them.” 
 
    “Don’t be sad, Uncle Lyric,” Love Bug said softly, climbing off my lap to cuddle with him. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Gammy was mean yesterday, but after a time-out, she learned her lesson and will be nice today. Right, Daddy?” 
 
    “Right, princess.” 
 
    Violet touched my shoulder, drawing my attention before offering me a mug of coffee. Taking it from her, I snaked my hand around her waist and pulled her down to sit on my leg. “You feeling okay?” I asked, trying to read what she was thinking on her face. 
 
    “I’m good,” she said with a small smile. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I caressed my fingers over her belly. “If you start feeling sick, I want to know. Don’t hide it from me anymore.” 
 
    “Vi, you’ve been sick and hiding it?” Lyric grumbled when he overheard. 
 
    She sighed and glanced at my brother. “I’m not sick, dummy.” 
 
    “But Luca said…” His eyes fell to where my thumb was still lovingly rubbing over her flat stomach. “Are you…?” 
 
    “Yes,” she confirmed the unspoken question. “And you can keep that piece of information to yourself. No one but Luca and Shaw knows.” 
 
    “I know,” Jagger called over from his place on one of the couches. “Shaw told me last night.” 
 
    “I guessed yesterday,” Mila commented from the floor where she was distracting Ireland with some blocks, while Israel scribbled in a coloring book. “But I didn’t call her on it because it was already a stressful day. You can’t have two sets of twins and not recognize the signs in another expectant mother. Now that we all know, how are you feeling, Vi?” 
 
    “Overwhelmed,” she muttered. “Things feel more intense this time because there are two—” 
 
    “More twins!” Lyric whooped. “We’re going to corner the market on multiples.” 
 
    “Luca might still be able to, but not you, mister,” Mila said, wagging her finger. “You got snipped already. Vi, are you going to make Luca get a vasectomy? Or do you still want more kids?” 
 
    “I… Um…” She glanced at me, unprepared for how to answer my sister-in-law. “I guess it depends on how things go this time. I’ll have to have a C-section again, so I guess we’ll have to discuss how safe it would be to have more kids. My doctor said that three pregnancies by C-section was the safe limit, but it also depends on scar tissue.” 
 
    “What if they are both girls?” Jagger asked. “Do you want to try for a boy?” 
 
    “Do you?” I countered. “If Shaw has another girl, will you keep trying until you get a boy?” 
 
    “If that’s what Shaw wants,” he answered with a shrug. “If not, then I’ll get snipped like Lyric. Since she’s the one who has to be pregnant, I can take one for the team and protect us from future pregnancies if she’s done after this one.” 
 
    Mila snorted. “Lyric didn’t have a choice. I scheduled his procedure and told him afterward. I didn’t even wait to see if we were having a girl or not. Two sets of twins and I was done.” 
 
    “Girl, you had all four of those big-headed babies naturally,” Shaw commented. “Of course you were done. You should have been given a medal or something.” 
 
    Listening to Shaw and Mila talking while Vi sat on my lap was a good distraction. It took my mind off what could be happening to my mom right then, if she was in pain or feeling sick. Lyric seemed to relax a little too as he laughed at something Mila said in response to Shaw’s praise. Violet snickered and then urged me to take a drink of my coffee. 
 
    The moment we were on the ground again, however, all the tension returned, and I didn’t know if I was coming or going. 
 
    “Shaw and Jagger are taking the kids to the mansion,” Violet said as the pilot and flight attendant opened the door. “Do you want Love Bug to come with us or go with them?” 
 
    “I’m going with Daddy,” our daughter spoke up. 
 
    “Love Bug—” 
 
    “I’m going with you, Daddy!” she said, stomping her foot. 
 
    “Princess, I don’t want you to be scared,” I tried to explain. 
 
    She frowned. “I’m not scared of anything.” 
 
    “But you might be this time,” I argued. “Gammy isn’t feeling well, and there might be things that make you afraid.” 
 
    “Daddy, I’m not scared of anything. You protect me.” 
 
    I stood there, staring down at my kid, torn between wanting to protect her from what she might see at the hospital and needing to keep her close. How selfish was it that I drew strength from my daughter and her mother? When they were beside me, I could take on anything without fear. If she was there, I wouldn’t lose my shit. I wouldn’t start bawling like a baby or shout at my mom again for how she’d acted the day before. 
 
    Violet tossed her purse strap over her shoulder. “Shaw, Love is going with us. Brady will help you with the twins, and Mrs. Briggs knows to expect you.” 
 
    “If any of my monsters give you a problem, just call my dad,” Mila instructed. “All they have to do is hear his voice and they start behaving.” 
 
    “Will do,” Shaw said as she helped wrangle the kids off the plane, with Lyric helping Jagger pack the van that would take them to Santa Monica. 
 
    Picking up Love Bug, I took Vi’s hand, and we followed them down the stairs. The other van had a driver, and Rodger was waiting for us. Brady helped the first driver to load our cases into the back of the one going to the mansion. By the time I had Love Bug safely strapped into her booster seat, Lyric had climbed in beside Mila in the back row. I pulled Vi onto my lap, and Rodger shut the door. 
 
    “How is she?” my brother asked the guard who was like our aunt’s shadow anytime she was out of the house. He and Marcus worked tirelessly to keep the most powerful, and possibly most hated, woman in the music world safe. 
 
    “Your dad was feeding her soup when I left,” Rodger said from the front seat. “From everything I’ve overheard and been told directly, she’s doing remarkable, considering the size of the mass removed. The doctor was telling everyone earlier that she’s most likely going to be home in about three or four days.” 
 
    Lyric and I grabbed each other’s forearms across the back of the seat, the relief so intense it was good that we were both sitting down because I was sure we would have passed out if we’d been standing. Vi covered our hands with both of hers, grounding us like she always had when we were younger. Like she still did every minute of the day when I had her close. Without her and our little girl, I didn’t think I would have made it through the flight without having a full meltdown. 
 
    “I told you Gammy was going to be nice today,” Love Bug announced, crossing her arms over her chest and giving me a look that reminded me so much of her mom, I couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    “Yeah, princess. You told us. Now let’s go see if she’s going to be grumpy again, or if we need to ground her from all her electronics.” 
 
    Her bluish-purple eyes widened in horror. “She wasn’t that mean! And you said she’s sick? How can she get better if she doesn’t have anything to watch her favorite movies on?” 
 
    “Then she better have learned her lesson, huh?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 13 
 
    Luca 
 
    As a kid, I’d thought my parents were indestructible. Other than the stories we’d been told about Mom’s scary moment following her emergency C-section with my brother and me, I’d rarely seen her or even Dad have so much as a sniffle. To my childish brain, they were too powerful and too important to ever get sick. 
 
    The first taste of someone I cared about passing away was Aunt Lana’s father, Cole Steel. Up until Aunt Emmie’s father had appeared on the scene, thanks to Mia discovering him in Virginia, Cole was the only grandfather figure many of us had experienced. Losing him had been hard for Aunt Lana and my cousins, but it had wrecked the rest of us too. 
 
    Realizing Mom wasn’t indestructible was a hard pill to swallow. Walking down the corridor toward her room where Marcus stood guard, I began to sweat. I had Love Bug in one arm, carrying her because I didn’t want her to touch anything, and I held Vi’s hand with my free one. Lyric walked beside me, clutching at Mila’s hand, and I could feel his own battle with his emotions with each step we took. 
 
    We were almost to the door when Lyric and I stopped in unison, both of us struggling to keep it together. Despite my daughter there to keep my emotions in check as I’d hoped she would do, I found it difficult to hold them back. Turning to face each other, my brother and I pressed our foreheads together and slowly breathed in. No one but another twin would understand how grounding their other half was when everything inside you was a chaotic storm. 
 
    Violet hugged us both from one side, the rock that anchored us as she always had, while Mila hugged us from the other. Lyric hugged them both to us, and then Love Bug wrapped her arms around both my brother’s and my neck. The five of us shared a group hug until I trusted myself to go into Mom’s room and not break down in front of her. Lyric seemed to have the same issue because he gave me a nod, and then we finished the walk to where Marcus was waiting. 
 
    His smile was grim, but he didn’t speak as he knocked on the door twice and then opened it for us. Lyric and Mila went in first, and I released Vi’s hand so she could follow him, leaving me and Love Bug to bring up the rear. As soon as we were through the door, Lyric was across the room and pushing Dad out of his way so he could hug Mom while Mila came to stand at his side. 
 
    “How are you feeling? Are you in pain? I was so scared. You’re not allowed to do crap like this again without telling us. I don’t care what time of night it is, where Luca and I are in the world. You call us so we know what’s going on instead of waiting. What if…” I heard him whimper, and then he was pressing his face into Mom’s hair while Mila rubbed his back. “What if we hadn’t gotten the chance to say goodbye?” 
 
    I closed my eyes, feeling those words all the way to my toes. I’d asked myself that same question over and over since getting Aunt Emmie’s call. 
 
    What if we hadn’t gotten the chance to be here now? 
 
    What if we’d lost her? 
 
    How the fuck would I have lived with myself if the last thing I’d said to her was that I didn’t want her in my life? 
 
    “It’s okay, Daddy,” Love Bug whispered, cupping my face so hard she squashed my cheeks in. Opening my eyes, I met her understanding bluish-purple eyes. “If Gammy had gone away, my other daddy would have taken care of her until you saw her again.” 
 
    The tears I’d been trying so hard to keep hold of began to fall from my eyes. “Yeah, princess. He would have. Daddy’s just happy Gammy is feeling better.” 
 
    “Me too. Do you think she’s mad at me?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No way. How can anyone stay mad at you? You’re too dang cute.” Tickling her stomach, I got a giggle, and the sound was enough to ease the choked feeling in my throat. 
 
    Placing Love Bug on her feet, I noticed it was just Dad in the room with Mom, and I finally walked over to the bed. Lyric was still talking a mile a minute and running his hands over Mom’s hair and the arm that didn’t have an IV in it, trying to reassure himself that she was there, that she was alive and actually okay. We’d both been imagining the worst. 
 
    I’d missed everything she’d said since we walked through the door. I wasn’t even sure she’d had the chance to answer any of the questions Lyric threw at her before he was asking more. My eyes drifted over her. Her face was swollen, and she had bruising around her eyes, like someone had beaten her. According to Shaw, who’d watched a demonstration of an actual surgery of someone having their pituitary tumor removed, they had been able to go in through her nostril and retrieve the tumor that way. 
 
    Mom’s eyes were glazed with pain, and they filled with tears the instant our gazes locked. “Luca,” she choked out, lifting the IV-ed hand toward me. “Sweetheart, I was so scared you and Vi wouldn’t come.” 
 
    I slowly crossed to her and took her hand, lifting it to my face and giving her a small smile. “Of course we came, Mom. We love you.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have blamed you if you hadn’t. I was terrible.” She shifted her head to look at Vi, who was waiting several feet away. “Vi, I’m so sorry. The things I said, the way I acted… I have no excuse, and I don’t expect you to forgive me. I’ve been awful to you. And—” 
 
    “I forgive you,” Vi said, cutting her off before she could get even more upset. “We forgive you. Don’t we, Luca?” 
 
    Hearing her say those three words to my mom eased something that had been balled up since I’d gotten Lucy’s call the day before. Turning my head, I kissed Mom’s palm. “Absolutely. We forgive you. Right, Love Bug?” 
 
    “Did your time-out help you think about what you did, Gammy?” Love Bug asked solemnly. “Are you going to be nice now?” 
 
    “I promise to be nothing but nice from now on,” Mom vowed, her voice just as serious as my daughter’s. “Can I have a hug?” 
 
    “Hugs are a good way to say you’re sorry, so yeah, I’ll give you a hug.” She walked over to me, and I lifted her. 
 
    “Let Gammy hug you, okay?” Vi told the little girl. “We don’t want to accidentally hurt her if you hug her.” 
 
    Mom wrapped her arms around Love Bug and pulled her in just enough to give her a light squeeze before kissing her cheek. “Ah, my sweet baby. Gammy needed this so much today. Thank you for coming, for having such a big heart, and for forgiving me.” 
 
    I blinked back a wave of fresh tears as she met my gaze while she spoke. Those words were meant for Vi and me more than Love Bug. If Vi hadn’t said she forgave my mom, I wasn’t sure I could have either, because even as I’d walked into the room, I’d been torn. Loyalty to the woman I loved was at odds with the fear of losing my mother forever. And those emotions had warred inside me until Violet had given voice to her forgiveness. 
 
    “I love you too, Gammy,” Love Bug said softly, kissing her on the cheek extra carefully. She wiggled in my arms, and I gently placed her on the edge of the bed beside Mom. “Do you feel sick?” 
 
    “Just a little,” Mom told her, holding her hand. “I had a really big headache.” 
 
    Worry filled my daughter’s beautiful eyes. “My other daddy went to heaven because he had headaches.” 
 
    “It wasn’t the same kind of headache,” Mom rushed to assure her, and Love Bug released a deep sigh of relief. “And now, my headache is all better.” 
 
    “Oh.” Love Bug sucked her bottom lip between her teeth, exactly like Vi did when she was thinking or worried. “When I get sick and start to feel better, Daddy lets me have ice cream. Since you feel better, do you want ice cream, Gammy?” 
 
    “That sounds so yummy,” Mom said with a grin. “Maybe Poppy will be kind enough to get us both some ice cream.” 
 
    “Poppy?” Love Bug looked straight at Dad. “Gammy needs extra ice cream since she’s feeling better now. But I don’t think she’s telling the whole truth. Her face looks like when Daddy hit the running back for Seattle and made his helmet fall off. Daddy didn’t tackle you, did he, Gammy?” 
 
    Laughing, Mom carefully shook her head. “No, sweetheart. Daddy didn’t tackle me.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s good. If he did, you would have to put him in time-out. Daddy doesn’t like time-out very much. One time, Mommy put Daddy in time-out for so long, he had to sleep on the couch. And then he was really grumpy the next day, and he tackled Atlanta’s receiver so hard that—” 
 
    “It wasn’t that hard,” I interrupted. 
 
    “Yes, it was, Daddy. Don’t lie. I was there. I saw it. You tackled him so hard, he threw up all over his shoes.” 
 
    “You have an incredible memory, Love Bug,” Dad said with a deep laugh. “Do you remember Gammy’s favorite ice cream?” 
 
    “Vanilla with all the toppings,” she answered without hesitation. 
 
    “Then I need you to come with me to get it, so I don’t forget.” He held out his hand, and she hopped down from the bed to run over to him. “We’ll be right back, baby,” he told Mom. “Love you.” 
 
    “Be right back, Gammy. Love you!” 
 
    “I love you both,” Mom called after them. Once the door was closed behind them, Mom lost her smile and looked back at Vi and me. “Thank you both for coming. I truly am so very sorry—” 
 
    “Layla, I forgive you,” Violet told her before she could get worked up. “I meant it. Please, let’s focus on you getting better and not the regrets from the past.” 
 
    “Your mom told me you would forgive me, but I didn’t think it was possible.” Mom touched her swollen nose. “I doubted a lot of things last night. Not getting the chance to see you both again and apologize was something I feared. But then Harper told me she suspected something, and I had even more reason to fight to get through everything so I could see you all again.” 
 
    Her gaze dropped to Vi’s stomach. “Are you pregnant, Violet?” 
 
    I cupped my hand over Vi’s flat stomach, causing her to look up at me. She stroked her fingers over the back of my hand, and she grinned. “Do you want to tell her?” 
 
    “Mom,” I said without looking away from Vi’s eyes. “Vi’s having twins.” 
 
    “Two babies?” We turned at the excited squeal from Love Bug. “Mommy’s having two babies?” 
 
    Dad gave me an apologetic smile. “Sorry if you didn’t want her to know yet. I forgot my phone. But I’m not sorry I didn’t miss the announcement.” 
 
    “Yes, Love,” Violet confirmed. “You’re getting either two brothers or two sisters. They’re identical.” 
 
    “Yes!” Love Bug cheered, dancing around. “I totally beat Grier! I get two, and she only gets one. I win! I win! I win!” 
 
    “It’s not a contest, Love,” Violet admonished. 
 
    “Yes, it is, Mommy. Everything is a contest.” She cupped her hands around her mouth and whispered dramatically, “Everything.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 14 
 
    Violet 
 
    “I don’t want to wear a coat, Mommy,” Love Bug complained as we left the hotel room. “No one will be able to see my cheerleader outfit!” 
 
    Inwardly sighing, I took her hand and walked with Brady to the bank of elevators. “Too bad. It’s in the negatives outside. Once we get to the stadium, you can take the coat off.” 
 
    “But this hat is messing up my hair!” 
 
    “I’ll fix it again when we get there,” I promised. 
 
    “But Daddy won’t see how pretty they were before!” 
 
    I squeezed the bridge of my nose, silently praying for patience with my child. She’d woken up grumpy as fuck. Luca had already left before she could give him a good-luck kiss that morning—even though she’d given him at least a hundred when he’d tucked her in the night before—needing to get to a team meeting and then deal with pre-game media interviews. As the star defensive player, he was the one everyone wanted to talk to. Without him, Tennessee wouldn’t have made it to the Super Bowl for the second year in a row. 
 
    It wasn’t going to be an easy game, though. The other team had a powerful defense as well, and their offense was better than ours. Luca had his work cut out for him to keep them from scoring. 
 
    “Daddy will see after the game,” I assured her. “And then we’ll have a party with all your cousins back in the room. Then tomorrow, if Daddy wins, what are we going to do?” 
 
    “Fly to Disney!” she said, jumping up and down excitedly as we waited for the elevator. But it only lasted for a few seconds before she was back to being grumpy again. “Why did you say ‘if,’ Mommy? There is no if! Daddy is gonna win.” 
 
    Pressing a hand to my already aching back, I bent so we were on a more even eye level. “I’m so happy you have such faith in Daddy’s skills, Love. But it’s not just Daddy who has to play a good game. If we don’t win, you have to promise not to be upset or throw a fit. Daddy will already be sad, and we need to be his support team to make him feel better if Tennessee loses.” 
 
    “Fine,” she huffed. “But only if Daddy loses. Which he won’t. Because I’m gonna be cheering him on the whole game. My cheers always help him win.” 
 
    Considering Tennessee had gone undefeated all season, it wasn’t surprising that she thought so highly of her ability to help the team score and hold the other team’s offense back. But even Luca had been a bit nervous about facing Wisconsin, especially since they were undefeated as well, but they also had something rare to their advantage. 
 
    Home field. 
 
    The stadium that hosted the Super Bowl each year was decided years in advance, but it must have given Wisconsin the motivation they needed to kick ass on the field. Their quarterback had been on fire all season, and even though the two teams didn’t play each other during this regular season, they had faced off against each other in the past. The last time, we’d annihilated Wisconsin, but that was before they’d gotten their current QB. 
 
    Stepping into the elevator, Brady hid his smile as we descended to the lobby, bypassing the other floors since we were on the top floor where the penthouses were. The moment the doors slid open downstairs, we walked into chaos. All of our family was waiting on us, and their noise level was enough to give anyone a migraine. 
 
    “Love Bug!” Grier skipped over to us, wearing the same cheerleading outfit I’d had made for any of the kids who wanted to wear them. Where Love Bug’s top read “Daddy” on the back, Grier’s and everyone else’s read “Uncle Luca.” For the kids who just wanted a jersey to wear, theirs read “Uncle Luca” as well. All the adults were simply wearing his jersey from the team’s store. 
 
    Excerpt for me. I had on the stinky, grass-stained jersey Luca had worn at the AFC Championship Game two Sundays before. Luckily for me, it was big enough to hide the ever-growing bump beneath, and I’d gotten some cute maternity jeans that didn’t look like pregnancy clothes at all. Paired with the thick coat I wore, my pregnant belly was well hidden. I didn’t want the press talking about us expecting when they should only be focused on the teams and what happened on the field later. 
 
    “Why aren’t you wearing a coat?” Love Bug grumbled. 
 
    Grier shrugged. “Mommy said I have to before we leave, but it was hot in here waiting for you. You were taking forever.” 
 
    “My pigtails wouldn’t stay up,” my daughter complained. “And then Mommy made me put on this stupid ski hat, and now they’re ruined again.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at how dramatic she was being. “Do we really want to be late for your daddy’s game because you’re being a brat?” 
 
    “Am not,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Are too!” I argued, sticking out my tongue at her when she glared at me. 
 
    “Wow, the sass coming from this direction is diabolical,” Uncle Jesse said with a laugh as he joined us. 
 
    “Tell that to your granddaughter,” I complained, pointing down at my child. “I am too tired for her drama right now.” 
 
    “Poppy, tell my mommy she’s the one who is dramatic. I only want to look pretty for Daddy and cheer him on. She’s messing up my hair and making my clothes all wrinkly from this coat. And if she’s so tired, maybe she should have taken a nap after lunch like Auntie Dallas suggested.” 
 
    Dropping my head back on my shoulders, I glared up at the ceiling, thanking whoever was listening for the fact that I was not pregnant with twin girls. One was enough. I’d been so happy when the ultrasound tech had announced the babies were boys. No one else knew yet, not even Shaw or my mom, but Luca and I had already decided on names. 
 
    Ethan Jesse and Elijah Shane. 
 
    Instead of a gender reveal, we were going to have a name-reveal party after the game was over. I was excited to pass out all the little gifts I’d gotten the grandparents, especially the two proud grandfathers. 
 
    “Violet’s here. We can go now,” Lyric announced to everyone as he began wrangling his horde. “If you don’t have a coat, hat, and gloves on, I’m leaving you here.” 
 
    “But the van is just right there, Dad,” Ian pointed out. 
 
    “You can take everything off again inside so your seat belts fit right. But you are not stepping one toe outside in this weather, boy.” 
 
    “You’re so annoying,” Ian huffed. “It’s only going to take like two seconds to get in the van.” 
 
    “And it’s only going to take me half a second to hang you upside down in a trash can. Get your coat on.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Fine,” Lyric mimicked, and I couldn’t help but snicker. 
 
    “You don’t know how glad I am that my kid isn’t the only one giving me grief today.” 
 
    “It’s the weather,” Mila said as she helped Isaac with his zipper after he grew frustrated with it. “The boys tried to sneak out of the room this morning to go build a snowman. Drake caught them before they could make it past the front door. They were in their pajamas, scarves, and each only had one glove on. They weren’t even wearing shoes, just socks.” 
 
    I sucked my bottom lip between my teeth, remembering Luca and Lyric when they were younger. Glancing at my nephews, I realized I was about to bring two more monsters just like them into the world. 
 
    Oh God, what had I gotten myself into? 
 
    Girls weren’t nearly as bad as those two, as their twin little sisters were proving by listening to Layla and my mom assisting them with their own coats and ski hats. 
 
    I paused for a moment, enjoying the sight of my very soon-to-be mother-in-law looking so vital and full of life as she assisted her granddaughters. Her recovery after surgery had taken a little over six weeks, but once she’d been put on thyroid medication and then the adrenal therapy meds, she’d been back to the same warm, lovable woman I fondly remembered from my childhood. 
 
    There was no use in regretting my wish for boys now, however. They were already cooking away in my womb, and even if I did have a few sudden misgivings about the little terrors Ethan and Elijah would become one day, it did nothing to hinder the excitement I felt to meet them when it was time. 
 
    It took an entire convoy of vans to get us all to the stadium. The team owners each had their own boxes with invited guests, but I’d rented a private box of my own just for our family. Caterers were already waiting for us with both adult and child-friendly snacks, as well as plenty of soft drinks on tap. Two different televisions were already playing pre-game interviews and commentary, while through the wall of windows, we had a bird’s-eyes view of the field and the staff getting everything in order. Fans were already filling up the seats, but the private box was both soundproof and bulletproof. 
 
    The stadium didn’t have a dome, but that didn’t seem to bother the fans. All week, there had been tips for anyone going to the game who was unused to the harsh Wisconsin temperatures. Thankfully, it wasn’t snowing, but the temperature was still negative. That wasn’t going to work in Tennessee’s favor, but they had portable heaters on the sidelines and thermal blankets, along with other things to keep the players warm when they weren’t on the field. 
 
    The moment we were inside, Love Bug tossed her jacket and other gear off and went over to the windows to watch. For the moment, she wasn’t worried about her hair, which I was immensely thankful for because I was already exhausted. Layla gave her a set of little pom-poms that she started shaking around and began to practice her cheers. 
 
    Several minutes later, Trinity arrived with her husband, Banks, Madalyn, and Avalyn. The moment Love Bug spotted Banks, she rushed over to him.  
 
    “Will you fix my pigtails? That dumb ski hat messed up my hair, and it needs to be perfect for my daddy.”  
 
    Banks tugged at one of her lopsided pigtails. “You’re in luck. I’ve gotten pretty good at doing Avalyn’s hair.” Taking her hand, he led her over to one of the chairs and sat down so that he was able to remove the hair tie and perfect her pigtails.  
 
    Briefly, I caught Trin’s gaze, and we both sighed before she became distracted by something her mom and Aunt Emmie needed help with.  
 
    “I want you to sit down and take it easy,” Dad said as he put a hand on the small of my back and urged me over to a chair closest to the windows. “Luca isn’t going to be able to focus if he’s worried about you. And from the way you’ve been walking, I can tell your feet are already starting to swell.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” I assured him, but I still took the seat he helped me sit in. 
 
    “What do you want to drink?” 
 
    “Just water.” 
 
    “Did you eat today?” 
 
    I bit the inside of my cheek to hide my grin. “Yes, Daddy. I ate breakfast, then lunch, and even a snack earlier. I always seem to be hungry these days.” 
 
    “I’ll bring you a plate of snacks,” he promised and walked over to where the caterers had set up some of the food buffet-style. 
 
    Shaw flopped down beside me, her own jersey much smaller than mine and tied in a knot to show off the itty-bitty baby bump she sported. I glared at how cute her proof of pregnancy was compared to mine. She was a week or so ahead of me, but I already looked like I was months further into my pregnancy than she did. 
 
    “I hate you,” I whined. 
 
    “So you keep telling me,” she said, used to my complaining. “I can’t help it that your man has super sperm and knocked you up with two at once. If you don’t want it to happen again, you need to get him fixed.” 
 
    “He’s not a dog, Shaw. I’m not going to get him fixed.” 
 
    “He’s a man, which is only a step away from a dog. Actually, dogs might be better. Get his balls snipped, or you’re going to be doing this again and again and again.” She waggled her brows at me. “Do you really want to risk having multiple sets of twins?” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “It’s a legit question.” 
 
    Huffing, I glared out the window. “I haven’t made up my mind yet.” 
 
    “I think I want to try one more time for a boy,” she said thoughtfully. “I mean, this pregnancy hasn’t been nearly as bad as Grier was, and I really want a boy.” 
 
    “What does Jagger say?” 
 
    “That he’ll give me as many kids as I want. But three would be my max. Especially if they all turn out to be girls. Grier is already a handful, and the chances of this one being just as bad are high. I mean, hello, look at who their grandmothers are.” 
 
    I spotted Aunt Emmie on her phone across the room. She was texting away, working even now. The halftime show was going to be huge, and she was making sure it went off without any last-minute surprises. Meanwhile, Aunt Dallas was standing with my mom, her arm around Uncle Linc’s waist since he’d just arrived. Snorting, I turned my gaze back to my bestie. “Yeah, their grandmothers. Their personalities have nothing to do with their hotheaded mom.” 
 
    Shaw stuck out her tongue at me. “Bite me. It totally has everything to do with Mom and Emmie. It’s a combustible combination. Jags and I didn’t stand a chance when our DNA mixed and created Grier, and we’re even more likely to go down fighting with this one.” 
 
    She stroked her hand lovingly over her extended abdomen. 
 
    “Here, Vi,” Dad said as he shoved a plate overloaded with food into my hands. “Be right back with your drink. Shaw, what can I get you?” 
 
    “Dad, you don’t have to wait on us…” I trailed off because he had already walked away after Shaw asked for lemon-lime soda. “Why did I spend so much money on catering staff if he’s just going to be waiting on me?” 
 
    “Shush, it’s adorable. He’s not able to spoil you often. Honestly, I’m surprised he and Aunt Harper haven’t bought a house in West Bridge. I thought they would as soon as Mason graduated high school and started college.” 
 
    “He has been working hard on growing ASM with Aunt Emmie. He’s so proud of the production company they started together.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he could do that from Nashville.” 
 
    “True, but Aunt Emmie is in California, and so is Uncle Drake. I’m not saying that I’m not as important to him as they are, but they are…home?” 
 
    Her blue eyes filled with understanding. “I didn’t look at it that way. But you’re right. Aunt Emmie is like a sister to him, and Uncle Drake has been at his side for as long as I can remember. They’re closer than any brothers I’ve ever met, and that includes Lyric and Luca.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I felt a kick to my bladder and groaned. “This is going to be a long night.” 
 
    She made a sympathetic noise in her throat and stole a potato skin off my plate. “Poor thing. Here, let me help you ease the weight of that plate.” 
 
    Shoving the dish into her hands, I carefully got to my feet. “Take it all. I have to go pee before I piss myself.” 
 
    “Better hurry. They’ll be taking the field soon, and if Luca doesn’t see you, he’s going to be in his head too much throughout the game.” 
 
    “I’ll hurry, but I can’t wait.” 
 
    “Sucks to be you.” She stuffed another appetizer into her mouth. 
 
    “Wait until you’re nine months pregnant and pee a tiny bit every time you take a step.” 
 
    “I do Kegels to keep that from happening.” 
 
    “I really hate you.” 
 
    “You love me.” 
 
    “Hate you,” I hissed, then blew her a kiss before rushing to the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 15 
 
    Violet 
 
    I got back from the bathroom just as Tennessee was taking the field. Standing by the window, I put my hand against the glass and waited for him to look up at me. The moment his fist touched his chest, I whispered, “I love you” and gave him a smile, letting him know I was there for him and only him. 
 
    On the screen, the cameras had caught the interaction, as they normally did. We were the couple that represented the good part of being married to a football player. The romance story that had the entire country rooting for us, our love, and our family. When Layla’s illness had hit the news, and it was predicted that Luca would have to miss a few games, his team had rallied, promising to win the games in his name. Which they’d done. 
 
    Luca’s merchandise was the number one seller for the team, and for a few weeks, it had been the number one in the entire AFC. The league had promised to donate a portion of the profits to a pituitary tumor foundation to help uninsured families get the medical help they needed, such as surgery, medication, radiation treatments, and lifelong hormone replacement therapy. 
 
    After the national anthem—which was performed by Jagger—and then the coin toss, Tennessee’s offense took the field first. Which was fine, because that meant our defense would be on the field after halftime. As I watched, my hands began to sweat. It was predicted to be a heart-racing game, with the odds tight on who would win—but of course Wisconsin was favored to be the victor due to their home-field advantage. 
 
    Luca and the rest of the defense blocked pass after pass, but a kick got Wisconsin on the board before we got the ball. Our offense wasn’t nearly as good as the other team’s, and the harsh temperatures made our quarterback sluggish at first, leaving the score 3-0 by the time halftime rolled around. 
 
    “Sit down and relax, Vi honey,” Layla urged when Luca followed his team off the field so the concert could be set up. “You’ve been standing too much.” 
 
    Waddling, I crossed to my seat from earlier and eased down into the chair. More food was shoved into my hands, along with another glass of room-temperature water because I couldn’t stand the taste of ice water with this pregnancy. Out on the field, the stage was quickly assembled, and I settled in to watch as Demon’s Wings and OtherWorld played for the tens of thousands of fans in the stands and millions at home. 
 
    The two bands had been asked to perform the minute Tennessee won the AFC championship again. The year before, Jagger, Cannon, and Piper had all played the halftime show. Uncle Nik, Uncle Drake, and Uncle Liam had all surprised everyone by joining their kids onstage. Whoever handled entertainment for the halftime show had been so thrilled with how good the ratings were for the show, they’d begged Aunt Emmie to get the legendary rock bands to play at this one, made even better since the Demon’s Wings’ drummer was Luca’s dad. 
 
    “Poppy and G-pa are awesome!” Love Bug laughed as she and Grier danced around. 
 
    “My G-pa is better than both of yours,” Grier argued. 
 
    “No way. Your G-pa only sings. Mine play drums and the bass. I win. Again. Too bad. So sad.” 
 
    “Girls.” Mom got between them before they could come to blows. They might have been best friends, but their competitiveness had caused more than one physical fight. “Stop arguing and enjoy the concert.” 
 
    “But, GiGi!” 
 
    “Are you sassing me, Remi Sawyer Thornton?” 
 
    Love Bug instantly pouted her bottom lip out. “No, ma’am.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought. Now, watch your grandfathers and play nice, or it’s going to be time-out for both you and Grier.” 
 
    “Yes, GiGi,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Love Bug, come watch the concert with me,” Banks called from where he was sitting near the window with Evan.  
 
    Sticking out her tongue at Grier, Love Bug skipped over to Banks, and he lifted her onto his lap. Content, she turned to watch her grandfathers, while Grier joined Ian and Isaac with a huff.  
 
    I watched the show for a few minutes and then took another bathroom break so I could be prepared for the second half of the game. By the time I returned, the show was over and the field was being cleared. 
 
    Heart in my throat, I watched the second half start out strong, with our defense keeping the other team from scoring over and over again. Even the next field goal attempt failed, making the poor kicker the most hated person in all of Wisconsin. 
 
    With three minutes left in the game, our offense finally scored a touchdown, the first of the entire game for either team. Angrily, Wisconsin’s offense took the field, determination on their faces. I could feel Luca’s tension from where I sat. The quarterback got the ball and decided to run it for the first play. 
 
    Which was the biggest mistake of his career. 
 
    Luca shifted gears right before my eyes, his sights set on stopping anyone from getting the ball past him. 
 
    “Get him, Daddy. Get him. Get him!” Love Bug cheered as she jumped off Banks’s lap and started hopping up and down in excitement. “Get him!” 
 
    The tackle was so hard, everyone in the stands made a collective “ohhhhhh” sound that we heard on the televisions.  
 
    Even Love Bug gasped but then giggled. “And that’s how it’s done!”  
 
    “Dude, Love Bug is kinda savage,” I heard Isaac mutter to Ian.  
 
    “I told you,” he snickered at his twin.  
 
    No sooner had Luca taken down the QB than he was standing, but the quarterback didn’t immediately move. Everyone stepped back to show the guy still on the ground, the ball in his hand, but his arm at an awkward angle. 
 
    “Well, that’s game over,” Lyric said as he moved away from the window. “Luca broke the QB, and the second-string isn’t nearly as good as that a-hole.” 
 
    “Language, Uncle Ric!” Love Bug admonished, making me grin. 
 
    The quarterback walked off the field with assistance from two trainers, and the backup took his place. But as Lyric predicted, the man wasn’t nearly as good. Plus, he kept looking in Luca’s direction, and I wasn’t sure it was the extreme cold that made the poor guy tremble. His first throw was incomplete. The clock kept running down, and he actually got two first downs, but then his next throw was intercepted. 
 
    Realizing the defense had the ball, Luca barreled through the offense, clearing the path so his teammate could get as far down the field as possible. The crowd was going crazy on the television sets, but when Luca and the other guy crossed the goal line, they all went silent. 
 
    Getting to my feet, I nearly peed my pants, but I glanced around at everyone. “Watch Love Bug. I have to be down there when the clock runs out.” 
 
    Our family was already cheering and promised they would watch over her. Brady had to run to keep up with me. Neither of us knew how to get to the field, but we somehow figured it out, and since we both had all-access passes, no one stopped us as we walked out of the tunnel. We could hear the chaos before we even stepped outside. If I didn’t have Brady at my side to steady me, I would have ended up on my ass more than once, but all I could think about was getting to Luca. 
 
    Out of breath, I saw him. Someone was already interviewing him, while his teammates continued to celebrate around him. But as if he could sense me, he stopped midsentence and turned his head. My steps slowed, and then suddenly, he was in front of me, lifting me off my feet. I wrapped my legs around his waist, and he spun us around twice before kissing me so deeply it stole what little air remained in my lungs. 
 
    “Luca, just a moment of your time.” 
 
    “Luca, can you give me two seconds to answer a few questions?” 
 
    “Luca—” 
 
    “Luca—” 
 
    All around us, people were calling his name, but when he lifted his head, his amazing eyes never wavered from mine. “I told you I’d win.” 
 
    “You did,” I murmured, blinking back tears of happiness for him. 
 
    “Now you’re going to marry me next week and make all my dreams finally come true.” 
 
    “I will,” I agreed. 
 
    “I love you so much, Vi. Always.” 
 
    “I-I love you too,” I breathed. “Forever.” 
 
    With me still wrapped around him, Luca finally gave a few interviews, and then they were clearing the field and setting up to hand over the trophy. His parents had brought Love Bug down. Luca held our daughter in his arms, and the team owner handed Luca the Lombardi Trophy first. 
 
    Love Bug “helped” him hold it up, and the love and adoration on both their faces for each other kept me in tears the entire time. The MVP was announced, and Uncle Jesse and Layla both burst into tears when Luca’s name was called. 
 
    Surprised, he looked down at me with wonder in his swirling eyes. 
 
    “Best day ever?” I whispered. 
 
    He shook his head. “Not even close. Ask me again next Saturday.”

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 16 
 
    Luca 
 
    I was more stressed over saying my vows than I had been winning the Super Bowl the previous Sunday. Anxiously, I waited for the officiant to get through his part so we could speak our vows. The entire time, I couldn’t tear my eyes off Vi. 
 
    If she’d taken my breath away when I’d seen her in that dress months before, I couldn’t breathe looking at her now. Her now-huge tits were pressed up, nearly spilling out of the top, while the material stretched tight over her ever-growing belly even though she wore a full-skirted princess gown in a gradient of purples and blues and greens, made of layers of tulle and some other fabric that I was clueless about. 
 
    Her hair was pulled back into some kind of elegant updo with her mom’s veil pinned in place. She wore the same earrings my own mom had supposedly worn at her Vegas wedding to my dad, and she was wearing purple ballet flats on her swollen feet. Between us, Love Bug wore a mini version of the same dress and shoes, her hair in a pretty braid with a few locks curled around her beautiful face. She held each of our hands, standing statue-still just like she’d promised she would during the ceremony, waiting for Mommy and Daddy to promise their souls to each other for all of eternity. 
 
    Finally, Lyric produced the box of rings, and I took the smallest one out first. 
 
    Bending on one knee, I took Love Bug’s hand in mine. “The moment I held you in my arms, I became your daddy in my heart. When I signed your birth certificate, that made you mine in the eyes of the law. But today, I’m going to ask you to accept me as your daddy forever. In return, I vow to always protect you. To make sure you are always loved and happy. Will you be my princess for the rest of my life, Love Bug?” 
 
    Her incredible bluish-purple eyes glittered with tears. This part was a surprise for her. All she’d expected was for Vi and me to say a few vows and exchange rings before kissing and then going to the “after party,” as she liked to call the reception. 
 
    “Yes, Daddy,” she whispered, and I slipped the little ring that had a tiny diamond set into the center of a violet on to her index finger. 
 
    Kissing her forehead, I straightened and took the other ring to slip on to Vi’s left hand, while she did the same to me with the thicker, matching platinum band. Together, we spoke our vows in unison, promising to love, honor, and cherish each other for the rest of our lives. 
 
    Tears poured down my face unashamedly as I bent and kissed her. 
 
    Finally, she was my wife. I felt as if I’d been waiting for this moment my entire life, which was true. Even before she was born, I’d sensed my soul mate inside her mom’s stomach. There hadn’t been a day from the moment I’d met her when she was only a few days old that I hadn’t considered her mine. 
 
    It was the sound of our mothers collectively sobbing that eventually forced me to lift my head. Sniffling, Vi gave me a watery but beautiful smile. “I love you,” she whispered. 
 
    “I love you so much, Vi.” Bending, I lifted Love Bug into one arm and then wrapped my other around Violet’s waist as we turned to face our friends and family. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you the much-awaited Mr., Mrs., and Miss Thornton,” our officiant announced. 
 
    A million pictures followed. Of the three of us together, just Vi and me, and with our parents, siblings, and nieces and nephews. By the time we made it to the reception, where everyone was already eating and having a good time, Violet had lost some of her energy, but her beaming smile never left her face. 
 
    I made her pause long enough to drink some water before we were urged onto the dance floor for our first dance. 
 
    As the music played, my heart began to pound, because I had one last promise to keep to Remington, and it was time to fulfill it. The lights were turned down and the music played softly, but on a bare wall, a projector began to play the video my bride’s late husband had made only a week before his death. 
 
    “You better not cry today, because if you do, I’ll have to come back and haunt Luca until he loses his mind.” Remington’s voice filled the room, and Violet nearly stumbled. Catching her, I tucked her close and practically held her off the floor as I danced for us. Her arms were wrapped tight around my neck as she watched with wide eyes as Remington’s grinning face stared back at her. 
 
    “Remi,” she whispered. 
 
    “In all seriousness, I knew this day would happen eventually, and I wanted to tell you something, my beautiful Violet. I wish you happiness. And peace. For the first time in my life, you gave me the love I craved. Together, we checked off so many items from my bucket list, but none of them was more important, more awe-inspiring than getting to fall in love with you. But I knew you would only be mine for a short time. Every minute we were together was a gift only you could have given me, Vi. There are no words I can say to express how thankful I am for you.” 
 
    “Oh, Remi,” she breathed, her eyes glazed with tears, but somehow my strong girl held them back. 
 
    “I don’t even have to assume if our love bug is happy or not. Luca promised me on his life that he would always take care of her. Love her. Treat her as his own. I trust him to keep that promise and every other one he’s made thus far.” His smile dimmed, and he swallowed roughly. “I’m not going to lie, I’m scared. Not of death, but of leaving you and our daughter behind. But I know that as long as Luca is by your side, you’ll be okay. Because he loves you just as much as I love you, Vi. Maybe more.” He groaned. “Okay, that’s a lie. I know he loves you more. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be able to step in and fill the role of father for our little girl. He loves you so much that he already loves her as much as I do.” 
 
    I stopped dancing so she could look at him on the wall. 
 
    “Right now, you’re having one of the best days of your life, and I couldn’t be happier for you. That’s all I want for you and our love bug, Violet. To be happy and know that I love you. Please enjoy the life that you’re going to have with Luca. Don’t mourn me. You gave me everything I ever wanted, and I’m all too aware that I didn’t deserve half of it. But I’m eternally grateful for every smile, every whispered ‘I love you,’ and the little time I got to experience our daughter growing in your belly.” 
 
    A shuddery breath left her as she fought a sob, but she didn’t break, didn’t let Remington down. 
 
    “Have a great life, Vi and Love Bug. Remember that it’s okay to miss me, but don’t let it overrun your lives. Trust in Luca. Between him and me, we both love you and our little girl more than any two people have ever been loved. Ever. Move on and just be happy. Because that’s all I wish for.” 
 
    Everyone in the room was watching the video in complete silence, so no one could have missed the little hiccup that escaped Vi. 
 
    “Goodbye, my love. And, Love Bug? I love you so much, sweet girl. Never, ever doubt that.” 
 
    The light from the video went dim and then the projector was turned off by the DJ, but the music kept playing. Lifting her head, Vi locked her gaze with mine. “You knew this was coming?” 
 
    “I promised I would play this for you on our wedding day. He was specific about when.” I shrugged. “I know it probably hurt to see him, but I owed it to him. The man gave me so much.” 
 
    Gulping, she nodded. “It did hurt to see him,” she choked out. “But…I needed to hear everything he said. I’ve tried not to feel guilty for moving on, for being happy, for starting our lives together, and adding to our family. But it kept creeping in from time to time. Actually seeing him and hearing him say he was happy for us…that helped.” 
 
    I cupped her cheek in one hand as we swayed to the music. “It’s okay if you still love him.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Luca.” Her voice trembled. “I’ll probably always love him. But even when we were together, I never loved him as much as I love you. And maybe that’s why the guilt eats at me so much.” 
 
    Pressing a kiss to her forehead, I closed my eyes and inhaled slowly so I could tell her the final thing Remington needed me to say for him. “He knew, Vi. He knew, and he didn’t care. You were his forever, and that was all that mattered to him. The fact that a part of you was still in love with me, that didn’t even bother him. He thinks he was a selfish man, but in my eyes, he was a saint. He saved you from yourself in a way I couldn’t, and then he gave you back to me, with Love Bug as a bonus. Remington thinks I saved him by stepping up to protect his girls, but the truth is, he was my savior. Without you, my life was over. There was nothing left worth living for until he offered me a lifeline.” 
 
    I heard her gasp softly before she pressed her face into my chest. “So it’s okay to let go?” 
 
    “I don’t want you to let go completely. Because a part of me will hold on to him too,” I assured her. “But yeah, baby. Let go of the guilt. Of the pain. Of everything eating at you that holds you back from enjoying our new life together. Listen to the man who just told you he wishes you nothing but happiness, and accept that. Not for him or even for me. But for yourself.”

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Epilogue 
 
    Layla 
 
    “Gammy, why does Daddy have that vein popping out of his head?” 
 
    Turning at the sound of my grandson’s voice, I glanced over at Luca, who did, in fact, have a vein pulsing in his forehead. His eyes swirled with rage, and with a grimace, I followed his gaze to where some guy was talking to Violet. Beside him, Love Bug was talking excitedly, having yet to notice her dad’s attention was miles away from whatever she was telling him. 
 
    There was a little carnival in West Bridge for the weekend, and we’d decided to attend since Jesse and I were in town for a few days to visit before Ethan and Elijah’s fourth birthday. My daughter-in-law was in line getting ice cream for all three kids, and Luca was in another line getting drinks for the adults. I didn’t recognize the guy trying to chat up Violet, and there were very few strangers in the small town where my son lived, so I could only assume the guy worked with the traveling carnival. 
 
    “Daddy only has that look on his face when he’s playing football and someone says something to make him mad,” Ethan told his younger brother by one minute. 
 
    “But he’s not playing football now,” Elijah reminded his twin. 
 
    “Daddy has that look on his face because he’s territorial,” I explained. 
 
    “Of what?” they asked in unison. 
 
    “Mommy,” I said with a soft laugh. 
 
    “I think I should help Violet with the ice cream before we have to hide a body,” Jesse muttered low enough that only I could hear him. 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed, kissing him back when he touched his lips to mine for a brief moment. 
 
    Still holding the twins’ hands, I watched their grandfather walk over to Violet and step between her and the guy who’d been trying to sweet-talk her. Seeing Jesse, she gave him a relieved smile and offered him two of the ice cream cones she’d just paid for. Moments later, the two of them walked away from the carny. Jesse returned to me and the boys, and Violet walked over to the line where Luca and their daughter were still waiting to be served. 
 
    Luca waited until she’d handed the final cone to Love Bug before bending down and kissing her hard enough that it was impossible to miss the way he was branding her. 
 
    “Gross, they’re kissing. Again,” Elijah complained. 
 
    “They’re always kissing,” Ethan grumbled, taking the cone from his grandfather with a “thanks” before taking a huge bite out of the chocolate ice cream. Just watching him hurt my teeth. 
 
    “Whoa, boy. Lick it slowly. Savor it. Don’t gobble it down like savages,” Jesse cautioned just as Ethan groaned and put his free hand to his forehead. 
 
    Laughing, I rubbed his back. “Lick the roof of your mouth. It helps, I promise.” 
 
    After a few seconds, he released a thankful breath, only to take another huge bite. Elijah rolled his swirly brown eyes at his twin and licked his own ice cream as his grandfather had instructed. 
 
    “Can we ride the Ferris wheel next, Poppy?” the younger boy asked. 
 
    “I wanna do the bumper cars next,” Ethan whined. “And I wanna drive this time!” 
 
    “Let’s let Gammy decide,” my husband suggested. 
 
    I considered it for a moment before deciding not to give either twin what they wanted. “I want Poppy to win me a bear at one of the games.” 
 
    “Cool!” Ethan said. “We’ll help, right, Eli?” 
 
    The boys ran ahead, and Jesse draped his arm around my shoulders. “Should we wait for the others?” I asked as he followed the youngest of our grandchildren. 
 
    Jesse laughed. “I think they’ll be a little while before Luca comes up for air. The boy needs to stake his claim so everyone sees who Violet belongs to. Until she starts showing with this new pregnancy, he’s going to be off-the-walls territorial. Love Bug will lead the way to us.” 
 
    I sighed happily as I snuggled against his side while we walked. “Two more grandbabies. We’re going to have eleven by this time next year. Does it make you feel old yet?” 
 
    “Baby, we are old.” 
 
    I elbowed him in the ribs. “Shut up, you.” 
 
    “We might be old, but you’re still as beautiful as the day I met you.” Dropping a kiss on my lips, he let his hand fall to my ass and squeeze. Breathless, I blinked up at him when he lifted his head. Even after all these years, he could still make me weak in the knees with just a kiss. “Come on, babe. Poppy’s going to win you the biggest bear at this carnival.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Harper 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    Shane groaned at the sound of Mason’s voice yelling through our bedroom door. Thankfully, it was locked, or our grown son would have walked in on something that would have required therapy. 
 
    I squirmed beneath my husband, displeased he’d paused mid-pump. “Ignore him,” I hissed. “He’ll go away.” 
 
    “Bossy,” he said with a predatory grin down at me and shifted his hips again, making me have to press my lips together to keep from whimpering in pleasure. 
 
    “I know you two are fooling around in there!” Mason shouted. “I just thought you would want to know that Vi texted that she’s in labor!” 
 
    “Fuck!” Shane groaned. “Two minutes.” 
 
    “Five!” I yelled back. “Five minutes and then we’ll be downstairs.” 
 
    “You two are such freaks,” I heard our son grumble as he stomped away. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, we were dressed and had mostly caught our breath as we went downstairs. Violet and Luca were in town for the off-season. Her C-section was scheduled for the following week, but with as much as her stomach had dropped over the last few days, it didn’t surprise me that she’d gone into labor early. 
 
    When we got to the hospital, Luca was already gowned up, and they were ready to take Vi into surgery. We only had enough time to kiss them both before she was wheeled into the OR to deliver our second set of twin grandsons. 
 
    Love Bug, Ethan, and Elijah were already in the waiting room with Brady when we entered. Our three other grandchildren rushed us for hugs, telling us the exciting story of how Mommy’s water broke and Daddy’s freak-out. 
 
    “It was kind of scary,” Love Bug said, sucking her bottom lip between her teeth much like her mother did when she was stressed. “One minute, we were making cookies in the kitchen with Mrs. Briggs. The next, Mom screamed, and there was all this water all over the floor. Daddy started shouting to get in the car because Aidan and Ciarán were coming early.” 
 
    I hugged her close, trying not to show her my own fear for her mother. “It’s okay, Love. Daddy won’t let anything happen to your mom.” 
 
    “I know,” she whispered. “But she kept leaking all the way here. And crying. She was in so much pain. And—” 
 
    I kissed the top of her head. “Shh,” I soothed when she started crying. “Everything will be fine. I promise.” 
 
    Not long after our arrival, Layla and Jesse joined us with Emmie and Nik. Soon, the waiting room began to fill up so much that there were no seats left. Layla and I stayed with Love Bug, reassuring her repeatedly that all was well. Violet was going to be fine. 
 
    She had to be. 
 
    Almost a full hour passed before Luca walked into the room. All three of his children swarmed him. “Is Mommy okay?” Ethan demanded. 
 
    “How are the babies?” Elijah wanted to know. 
 
    “Can we see Mom?” Love Bug demanded. “I need to see Mom!” 
 
    He crouched down and pulled all three of them close. “The babies are fine. Everything went great. And Mom is still in recovery, but she’s good too.” 
 
    “I want to see her.” 
 
    He hugged Love Bug to him. “I promise, she’s fine. She just needs a little time to recover from having the babies before you can visit with her. As soon as she’s feeling better, GiGi and Gammy will take you in to see her.” 
 
    “Why not you?” she whispered, her chin wobbling. 
 
    “Because your grandmothers will want to see her first, and if you want to get in there sooner, that’s the only way.” He pushed her hair back from her face. “Have I ever lied to you, Bug?” 
 
    She shook her head as a tear fell down her face. 
 
    “Who do I love most in the whole world?” 
 
    “Mom and us kids,” she whispered. 
 
    “Who would I die to protect?” 
 
    “Mom and us kids,” she repeated. 
 
    “Do you believe me that Mom is okay?” 
 
    She hesitated but then nodded. 
 
    “Good. Now please, can I have a hug? I really need it after your mom scared the crap out of me.” 
 
    She threw her arms around him and hugged him tight, and all the tension and fear I’d been holding on to finally eased. Shane’s hand shook when he touched my back. “Thank Gods,” he whispered, scrubbing his other hand over his cheeks as he let his tears fall unashamedly. 
 
    Once Love Bug and the boys were calmer, Luca was able to tell us about the new additions to our family. “Aidan and Ciarán are both doing great. No need for the NICU. They are even bigger than Ethan and Elijah were, even thought they were born a week earlier than those two. Vi did beautifully. She got to kiss the babies before they took them to the nursery, and now she’s in recovery until the epidural wears off and she can feel her lower body more. But then she’s going to be in pain, so they’ll be giving her meds for that. Hopefully by tonight, she’ll be up to holding the babies.” 
 
    Layla hugged him hard. “How are you doing, honey?” 
 
    “Still shaking a little from all the excitement and fear, but I’m good, Mom. Vi was the one who had to go through all the hard stuff.” He grasped me and pulled me over into their hug. “She’s okay. I swear she’s okay.” 
 
    Unable to speak without breaking into tears of relief, all I could do was nod. Shane and then Jesse joined our group hug, and the five of us just stood there, feeling blessed that we had two more additions to our family, and that Violet was going to be just fine. 
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