
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




 


 


 


Worth the

Chase




A York Beach Novel

The Cappelli Family

 


 


 


Nicole Vidal


Copyright

 Published by: Jasper
Media, LLC

Copyright © 2022 Nicole Vidal

Cover images © Doug Lemke (lighthouse), and
Dean Drobot (models).

 


 


This is a work of fiction. Names, places,
characters and events are fictitious events in every regard. Any
similarities to actual events or persons, living or dead, are
coincidental. Any trademarks, service marks, product names, or
named features are assume to the be property of their respective
owners and are used only for reference. There is no implied
endorsement in any of these terms are used. Except for review
purposes, the reproduction of this book in whole or part,
electronically or mechanically, constitutes a copyright
violation.

 


Cover design by Designs with Sass

Developmental Edit by Virginia Cantrell of
Hot Tree Editing

Final Edit by Barbara Hoover of Hot Tree
Editing

 


ISBN 978-1-7371689-8-0


Table of Contents






Title

Copyright

Table of Contents

Keep in Touch with NV

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Epilogue

Coming Soon

My Books






Keep in touch with NV

 Visit me on social media
or online to learn about my newest releases:

Facebook (http://fb.me/NicoleVidalAuthor)

Instagram
(http://instragram.com/nicolevidal_author)

My website (www.nicolevidal.com)

Goodreads (https://bit.ly/NVGoodreads)

Amazon (https://amzn.to/2XCLSlR)

Pinterest
(http://pinterest.com/NicoleVidal_Author)

 



Chapter One

 Rosalina

The craziness of my home each morning is a
lot. “Antonio and Emilia, let’s go. You’re going to miss the
bus.”

“Coming!” Em answers. She rushes downstairs
wearing a mismatched skirt and shirt with boots.

Her outfit is cute but, “Em, cute, but please
get a sweater or jacket. Your choice.”

She stomps back upstairs, passing her brother
along the way. My son, who claims he’s always hot, is wearing
shorts and a T-shirt in the fall. “Antonio, sweatshirt at
least.”

Finally, both are dressed and ready for
school. I usher them out the door with breakfast in hand and walk
to the end of the driveway.

“I forgot my lunch money,” my son
mutters.

I reach into my pocket, pull out five
dollars, and hand it to him.

“Thanks.”

No sooner does he thank me, his bus pulls to
a stop. Em waves furiously, but her brother doesn’t bother to
reciprocate. Someday he will… I hope. I didn’t like my siblings at
his age either. Now is a much different story.

I turn to Em. “What is your fun class
today?”

“Library. I’m gonna get a new Junie B book.
The next one in the series is due back today.”

“Sounds perfect.”

Em is my reader. Thankfully, her teachers
allow her to read when she finishes her classwork instead of giving
her mindless busy work to keep her quiet. She gets lost in books
and crafting. About ten minutes later, her bus drives away.

I hurry back into the house, finish packing
my bag, and head off to work.

I park alongside the building as my phone
chimes with a text. Before I even look, I know who it’s from.

SG: Good morning, Lina. I hope the kids
weren’t too crazy.

My heart squeezes. I have never met anyone
like Santino. He’s sweet, has a stable career, and is enormously
patient. We started spending our lunches together about six months
ago. Not only is he younger than me by a decent amount, but he’s
gorgeous and a former coworker and friend of my brother Luca.
Nothing, not a single iota of my life, should be remotely
attractive to him. Yet he continues messaging and joining me for
lunch when he can. He has even asked me out on a few occasions. I
rebuffed him each time. On top of all those qualities, he was a
responding officer on the worst day of my life. Well, it was top
three anyway.

I divorced Derrick almost seven years ago. He
was unstable, unreliable, and repeatedly let down our children.
Every time I felt as if he turned a corner with his parenting, he
would make a boneheaded decision and backpedal. The final straw was
Thanksgiving Day almost four years ago. It was my turn to have the
kids for the holiday. I was putting the finishing touches on an
apple crumb pie for dinner when he showed up at my home. The
details still make me shiver when I replay them in my mind.

“Lina, they’re my kids. Give them to me. It’s
my turn!”

I sent my children into the playroom and
approached my shouting ex. I did my damnedest over the years to
protect my children from Derrick’s rage. “No, Derrick, it isn’t.
It’s an even year. I get Thanksgiving with the kids, and you get
Christmas Day.”

“No, I get even years.”

I tried to remain calm, but my history with
Derrick reminded me my fear of him was necessary and warranted.
“Please stay there. I’ll get the paperwork to show you.”

This was where I made my first misstep of the
day. Instead of closing the front door, I simply walked away.
Before I could process it, Derrick muscled his way into my home and
locked us in. Fear streaked through my veins. Over the course of
our marriage, Derrick’s abuse increased in frequency and
depravity.

Initially, he slapped me or grabbed my arm,
leaving marks that lasted a day or two at most. The frequency
escalated but not the severity of my injuries. I successfully hid
the abuse from my family, especially my cop brother Luca, until I
needed to have my arm reset and lacerations on my face repaired by
a plastic surgeon to minimize scarring. That incident was the last
straw for me. I pressed charges and filed for divorce the next day.
I didn’t believe it could get worse.

“Derrick, please give me a minute and I’ll
find the paperwork.” I rushed to the kids and closed them in the
playroom.

“I want to spend the holiday with my kids,
and you can’t stop me!” he bellowed from the living room.

I can and I will. I hurried to the
office and sent a frantic text to Luca.

Me: D here. Furious.

It was all I had time for, but I knew Luca
would understand. I located the paperwork and handed it to him.
“Here.” I left him in the living room to check on the kids in the
playroom. Then I barricaded myself inside with them.

“Who’s here, Momma?” Emilia asked.

“It’s Dad.”

“It’s your turn,” Antonio whispered.

“I know. We’ll get through this.” While I
reassured them, I reassured myself too.

Derrick banged on the playroom door. “Get out
here, Lina!”

I whispered to my kids, “Stay in here and
play. I’ll be right back.”

“Don’t go, Momma,” Emilia cried and latched
onto my leg.

“Be brave, Em. I’ll be back as soon as I
can.”

I threw the door open just as he was about to
slam against it again. “What?”

“This is wrong. This isn’t what I agreed to!
I want to take my kids today! Do you hear me?” He grabbed my arm
and squeezed as tight as when he broke my arm.

“No! It’s all there in black and white with
your signature and mine. It has worked for the last two years. Get
out of my house!” Probably not the best choice of words considering
the court awarded me the house in our divorce.

Rage and fury overtook his body. He grabbed
my hair, dragged me into the living room, and threw me into a
chair. I braced myself for the seemingly inevitable punch or slap.
It didn’t come. Instead, Derrick drew a pistol from the waistband
of his jeans and aimed it at me.

“Derrick, don’t do this. Let’s work something
out.”

“I see. Now you want to talk. All it took was
this gun to make you see things my way. I should’ve gotten one
years ago. Nah, you would be dead if that were the case.”

Terror rushed through me. I only cared about
my kids, not myself. “Let’s calm down a bit and talk more.” I was
simply buying myself time for Luca to get there. There wasn’t a
doubt in my mind he would show up with backup.

“There’s nothing to talk about. You’re going
to get my kids, and I’m taking them for the rest of the
weekend.”

Hell no! “No, absolutely not!” As I
rose from the chair, Derrick pulled the trigger.

Fire ripped through my arm. All I can say is
I’m fortunate he was momentarily distracted by a knock on the door.
The bullet only grazed me, and I bolted for my children. I shuffled
them into the office and locked the three of us in. Moving them was
risky, but there are exterior windows in the office rather than
only a skylight.

I heard pounding on my front door. “YPD.
There has been a report of a disturbance.” A partial truth.

Derrick fired a few shots out my front
window, and the responding officers fell back. Luckily for me and
my kids, Luca was at the nearby football game with his coworkers,
Officer Smithson and Officer Gugliotti.

The next hour crawled by. Between calming
myself, sidestepping the questions about my bleeding arm, and
attempting to listen, I steeled my resolve and started to plan. I
opened the window and threw a few items out to get someone’s
attention.

Officer Gugliotti and Officer Smithson rushed
to the side of the house.

I lowered Antonio and Emilia out the window
to Officer Gugliotti. He escorted them away from the house and to
the far side of my neighbor’s yard.

“Lower the weapon and lay on your belly on
the ground,” Luca demanded as I slid down the side of my house into
Smithson’s strong hands. “Do it now, Derrick! Your leverage is
gone.”

“This way.” Smithson escorted me to my
children.

I gathered from the report and Luca
recounting the timeline to me, Derrick checked the playroom and
then paced the living room.

After more calls from Luca, Derrick finally
walked out and surrendered, pushing away his weapon. Unbeknownst to
them, he had another weapon in an ankle holster. He aimed and fired
twice at Luca. Derrick hit the police cruiser with the first shot
and buried the second into Luca’s shoulder.

I’m snapped from my thoughts when my coworker
knocks on my car window.

“Lina, are you okay?” Judy asks.

I nod and motion for her to step back so I
can open the door. “Yes, sorry. I got lost in my thoughts for a
moment. I’ll be right in.”

I take a few deep breaths and answer
Santino.

Me: Morning. Overall, fairly painless
today.

SG: Happy to hear it. Lunch tomorrow?

I sigh.

Me: Yes. Same bench?

SG: I’ll meet you there.

I smile inwardly and head into the bank. I’m
the manager of a small, local bank. The banking industry calendar
most closely mirrors the school calendar. For the most part, when
the kids are off, so am I. I’ve been completely on my own since
Derrick invaded our home and shot my brother. Truthfully, Derrick
wasn’t ever much help. The closer we get to his parole hearings
each year, the more likely Derrick will be released and destroy the
delicate balance I’ve created with my children and family.

In the early afternoon, Judy knocks on the
doorframe. “Your appointment is here. Shall I show him in?”

“I don’t have an appointment today.”

Judy smiles and leads my father into my
office.

“Papa, what are you doing here? Is everyone
all right?”

He smiles at me. “Relax, passerotta.
Everyone is fine. I was out and thought I would stop by.” It’s nice
to be called my childhood nickname, which means “sparrow,” every
now and then. I nod, and he takes a seat. “I need your help. I want
to take your mother on a trip for our anniversary, but I haven’t
any idea where to start.”

“So sweet, Papa. Where do you want to take
her?”

His face falls briefly, but he recovers
quickly. “I want to recreate our honeymoon and then visit where she
dreamed we would honeymoon.”

My parents have been married for almost
thirty-seven years. When I was bright-eyed and optimistic, a
partnership like theirs is what I was looking for. Derrick
bamboozled me into believing he could be that man. Ever since, I
haven’t let myself get close to another man—close enough to
determine if a happily ever after like my parents is an option for
me. A divorced, single mom with two kids and an ex-husband in jail
screams “give me a chance.” Yet Santino has been exceedingly
patient since we met, and I don’t mean three Thanksgivings ago. I
doubt he remembers me from then. If he does, he hasn’t said
anything since we started sharing our lunch hours. We reconnected
at Luca’s farewell party from the police department.

“Let’s get started.” I don’t recall the
details, so I take notes from my father’s recollection.

“We went to Niagara Falls. We stayed for a
long weekend in a room with so many windows. I knew it wasn’t what
your mother dreamed it would be, but we had responsibilities and
couldn’t be away too long.”

“Where did Mama want to go?”

“Italy.”

“I can research this for you. What is your
budget?”

He twirls his wedding band on his finger.
“Whatever it takes.”

“Okay, Papa. When do you want to go?”

“I would like to celebrate our actual
anniversary in Italy.”

“I’ll see what I can do and how fast. You
want to go this anniversary?” In four months?

“Yes.”

“I’ll work on this tonight after
practice.”

He stands and rounds my desk. “Thank you,
Lina.” He wraps me into a huge hug.

“You’re welcome.”

I lean back in my chair and smile after he
leaves my office. With a glance at the clock, I clean out my inbox
and hustle home to get my son to soccer practice.

I scoop up my kids and rush back out the door
without changing my shoes. While Antonio practices, Em tires
herself out even more on the playground. Luckily, at the ripe old
age of nine, she has limited homework. My son, however, could have
upwards of two hours’ worth for when we get home. Then I’ll tackle
planning my parents’ anniversary trip.

 



Chapter Two

 Santino

As I enter the precinct for my shift,
Smithson bellows, “Yo, Gugliotti, hurry up, man. We’re going to be
late for roll call,” from two steps behind me.

“Seems you’re later than me.”

He takes my words as a challenge and hurries
into the meeting room ahead of me. Joke’s on him. Roll call was
canceled for this morning. I move toward the bullpen and drop my
bag on my desk. Before I overthink it, I send a text to Lina. I’m
looking forward to our lunch today.

There are a few solid reasons why chasing
Lina is a bad idea, including but not limited to her brother and my
sister. I’m sure others will see our age difference, her
divorced-mother status, as well as her incarcerated ex as a
problem. However, none of those reasons truly make me want to run
the other way. Despite spending time with her over the last six
months, I’m not even sure which one gives her pause.

We first met on what she would likely say was
the worst day of her life. My perspective of that day is more of an
outsider. I saw a gorgeous woman who brazenly stood up to her
ex-husband regarding their holiday custody agreement and was forced
to lower her children out of a window and into my arms to keep them
safe.

Her eyes failed to disguise her emotions
then… still do. I witnessed her terror—not only for herself and her
children but for her brother who was talking down his former
brother-in-law in his first crisis-negotiation case ever—when she
heard the gunshots and her ex shot her brother rather than give up
peacefully. The anguish was marked and palpable. I saw relief wash
over her when she realized her ex was going to be arrested and
likely not see the outside world for a decent bit of time. Her
strength, bravery, and how deeply she loves were clear to me.

She’s classy in the way she dresses and does
her makeup, whether it’s for work or a family holiday dinner. Her
eyes are the same color as milk chocolate with scattered flecks of
caramel. I would bet my salary she has curves she purposefully
hides each morning. Like my sister once said, “Finding a man who
wants someone real is rare. They chase the cover models and fail
when they could have a normal woman and be blissfully happy.” She’s
wise beyond her years.

“Seriously, Gugliotti, you could’ve given me
a heads-up.”

“Would you have if the situation were
reversed?”

Smithson cracks a wry smile. “Nah.”

I laugh and move to the motor pool for a set
of keys. Davis and I cross paths on my way out.

“Come on, Davis. You know the principal hates
when we’re late.” The YPD and York High School have a community
policing and resource officer initiative in place. Two officers
spend time at the school at least three times a week. It ranges
from a few hours to the entire day depending on the case load we
currently have.

Davis has been with the department about as
long as me. He’s dating Lina’s sister-in-law Willa’s bestie, Tabi.
I use the term “dating” loosely. I would say they’re exclusively
screwing each other with no expectations beyond a good time. I’m
not even sure it qualifies as friends with benefits.

“What’s your hurry? Got a date?”

I would love to call my time with Lina a
date. “At the high school? No. I don’t like being late.”

We make it to the school just before the bell
rings. “I’ll check in with the office.”

Davis nods while engaged in a complicated
handshake with the captain of the football team.

When I step into the office, the secretary
greets me warmly. “Good morning, Officer Gugliotti. How are you
this morning?”

“Morning, Michele. I’m well and you?”

“Better since you arrived.” The flirty
undertone in her voice and her words are more over the top than
usual today. She flirts every time I check in.

“Officer Davis and I are here until right
before lunch.”

“Perfect. I’ll make a note for the staff.
Will you be back later this afternoon as well? It would be lovely
to see more of you.”

While Michele is pretty by most
standards—blonde, blue eyes, and top heavy—I don’t find her
attractive. “I appreciate that, but I’m not available.”

“Oh. I see. Have a good morning,
Officer.”

The switch from flirty to cold was instant.
In this moment, I resolve to ask Lina on a proper date again. If
she declines, I need to move on. I join Davis, and we spend the
next few hours working with the students and monitoring the
school.

“Can you drop me at the green? I’ll meet you
back at the precinct,” I ask Davis as we pull out of the school
lot.

“Sure. I can wait if you want.”

“No, thanks. I’m going to grab some food and
run an errand or two.” I’m not a sharing type of guy, certainly not
when I don’t even know where this relationship is headed. Can I
even call lunches with her a relationship? Plus, Davis and I date
differently. Until he started seeing Tabi, Davis was with a
different woman each week. Nothing wrong with it for him, but it’s
not something I’m comfortable with.

Davis and Lina’s brother Luca were partners
until he left for the state police crisis unit about seven months
ago. I talked to Lina again for the first time at Luca’s farewell
party. I say again since the very first time we met was at the call
at her home—a fact I haven’t voiced to her. I’m confident she
remembers each detail vividly.

I hop out of the SUV and head into the deli
two doors away from the bank. As I exit with my lunch, Lina steps
onto the sidewalk.

I wait until she’s beside me and offer her my
arm. Surprisingly, she takes it. “Hi. How was your morning?”

We walk around the corner and cross the
street into the small park. Given the light rain falling, we opt
for the bench in the gazebo for cover and unpack our food.

“My job is typically boring, which is fine
with me. What about you?”

“I was at the high school this morning with
Davis. The kids are great. I believe the initiative is helpful for
the community overall when the students see us as a resource rather
than a threat.”

“You sound like Luca.” Immediately, she
shakes her head.

“Do you truly think Luca would have a problem
with us spending time together?”

“Maybe, but his opinion doesn’t matter even a
little bit. Aside from the fact he’s my younger brother, I can take
care of myself.”

A fact she exhibited by safely getting her
children and herself out of the house. “If I were to ask you on
a date again, would your answer be different than my previous
attempts?” To afford her some time to ponder her answer, I take
another bite of my deli sandwich.

She pauses too long, and I prepare myself for
the final rejection. Rosalina Cappelli draws me in with her eyes,
her smile, and her personality bubbling beneath the surface. I
would bet only her family and a few select friends know the real
her. I want a chance to be invited into the inner circle of
trust.

She takes a settling breath. “Yes, my answer
would be different.”

“Lina, can I take you on a date on Saturday
night?”

“Are you sure about this?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“You don’t really know much about me.”

“I know enough. You’re hardworking, an
amazing mom, brave as hell, and beautiful. I want the chance to
learn the rest of what makes you you.”

“Yes, I’ll go on a date with you. As far as
Saturday, I need to find a sitter before I can say which one.”

Progress. “I’ll free up every Saturday you’re
available.”

She holds my gaze but says nothing else. It’s
as if she’s unsure of the correct response. Truly, there isn’t one.
We polish off our lunches, and I walk her back to work with my arm
around her waist. “Can I call you tonight?”

“I would like that.”

“Does nine work?”

Her smile in response to my question tells me
a few things. No man has respected her properly in quite some time,
and no man has considered she has children and calling too early
would impact nighttime routines. “Yes, thank you for asking.”

“You’re welcome. Have a good afternoon,
Rosalina.” Until now, I’ve called her Lina, but the slight blush
when I say her full name properly is worth it. I decrease the space
between us and lean in a little closer. “I’ll call you ‘Rosalina’
if you’ll blush every time.”

The sparks between us are impossible to
ignore—although, both of us have been fighting them since our first
lunch. That afternoon was a completely serendipitous moment. I went
into her bank as she was leaving for lunch. When I left, I saw her
eating alone and approached her. While we ate side by side, a
dollop of mayo hung near the corner of her mouth. Without thinking,
I reached forward and swiped it away. The heat from my finger near
the corner of her mouth and the fire in her eyes was enough to keep
me coming back.

My words leave her speechless, and she slides
away without touching me and heads into the building. It isn’t
until I catch a glimpse of her through the window that I notice her
exhale sharply. I’m glad she feels it too. With a huge grin on my
face, I stroll toward the precinct, which is about a half mile
away.

The remainder of my day passes at a good
pace. I arrive at the care center to visit my sister, Serena. My
parents had her moved closer nearly two years ago.

“Good evening, Mr. Gugliotti,” the head nurse
greets me.

“Hello, Lynette. Please, Tino is fine. How is
she doing today?”

Her head falls. Each day I hope for a sign or
progress, but there hasn’t been one since we admitted her here.

I nod and step into her room. I’m mildly
surprised to see my older brother here.

“Hey, Sergio.” We hug, and I take a seat near
the window.

Sergio is my older brother. He works from
home as a copyeditor. His wife, Sarah, is a preschool teacher, and
they have two kids, Sergio Jr. and Gia.

“Hey, bro. Shift over?”

I nod and make room for Sergio to take a seat
beside me. The only sound is the steady hum of the ventilator
assisting Serena breathe. Normally it’s only me here at this time
of the day. I consider asking Sergio the reason for his extra visit
but decide against it. He made it to the hospital first after the
assault that has kept Serena on a ventilator all these years
later.

The irony is the man who put her here also
has the power to pull the plug. Yet, if he does, he’ll likely be
charged with manslaughter or possibly murder if the state can prove
it. As such, my sister has been lying in a bed similar to this one
for the last five years simply because Roger doesn’t want to
exacerbate his charges and my parents don’t wish to fight him to
let her rest in peace.

After nearly an hour of swimming in my
thoughts, Sergio and I leave Serena’s room.

“Brunch on Sunday?” my brother asks.

“Can’t. I’m on shift.” We bro hug, and he
climbs into his SUV. I watch him drive away before opening my
door.

I order Thai takeout and devour it within
fifteen minutes of arriving home.

 





Chapter Three

 Rosalina

Ohmigod! If I wasn’t in front of my
office, I would have leaned forward to see if his lips are as soft
as they look. Slow down, Lina. I accepted an actual date
with Santino. My palms are sweaty, and my heart is racing as I walk
back to my desk. I need to talk to someone immediately.

Me: Can you talk?

Lily: Always. Give me five.

I stow my purse and sit in my chair. I’m
losing my mind. No, talk to Lily first.

My office phone ringing pulls me out of my
rapidly accelerating thoughts.

“Hey, Lina, everything okay?”

“Hi, Lily. Thanks for calling so quickly.
Yes. No. I don’t know. I’m freaking out. The guy asked me out
again, and I said yes.”

A gleeful cheer floats over the line. “Do we
really have to say ‘the guy’ anymore? I know who he is. It isn’t a
secret.”

“I suppose not.”

“I’m proud of you, Lina. It’s time for you to
put yourself first.”

“Thanks, Lily.”

“When is the big date?”

“He suggested Saturday, but I need someone to
watch the kids.”

“I’m in.”

“That’s not why I called, but thanks. Will
you come over and help me get ready too?”

“Awww. You truly are nervous.”

“Terrified. I haven’t been on a date with
anyone other than Derrick.” Dating in high school and dating as a
divorced mom are nothing alike. Right?

“Really?”

I sigh. “Arguably, yes. Luca set up a blind
date about three or four years ago with his academy classmate, but
I chickened out and canceled on him last minute.”

“Oh. Wait, you’ve only been with
Derrick?”

“Y—”

“Lina, please tell me you at least—”

“Lily!” This is not a conversation I planned
on having with my little sister while I’m at work.

“Nothing wrong with getting yourself off,
Lina. I do at least once a week.”

“Says my sister who is pining after her best
friend.”

“My vibrator may be nicknamed Leo, so it
isn’t weird for me to scream his name when I orgasm.”

“Lily, you need to tell him how you
feel.”

“Not yet. He’s not single. I refuse to break
them up. Can we not talk about my deeply rooted desire to taste the
whiskey on my bar-owning best friend’s tongue?”

A smile breaks out on my face. “Whoa. You
need to tell him regardless of his dating status if you feel so
strongly.”

“I’m not ready to ruin what we have in case
he doesn’t feel the same as I do.”

“You won’t know until you say something. Leo
has been beside you since elementary school. You have a standing
date, if you will, once a month. He shows up at soccer games for
your nieces, nephews, and found family—like Ellie. Plus, he allows
you to hang on him despite being in a relationship with
Danica.”

Ellie is my sister Frankie’s soon-to-be bonus
daughter. She and Tommy are planning a small wedding for next
summer.

“All true, but I’m afraid I’ll lose what I
have with him. We need to focus on you right now. Where are you
going on your date?”

“I don’t know yet. He’s calling me
tonight.”

“My big sister is growing up.”

“Shut up! Thank you for agreeing to watch the
kids. I’ll see what I can find out about the time and what I need
to wear.”

“Love you, Lina.”

“Love you too.”

I end the call and have a smile pasted on my
face the rest of the day. As the workday ends, I logout and head
home to my kids. The evenings when there isn’t soccer practice for
Antonio are usually less chaotic. Em has dance on Saturday mornings
before his games.

“Hey, Trish. Everything good?” I ask when I
step inside the house. Trisha is fifteen and lives next door. She
spends about an hour with the kids after school before I get
home.

“All set. See you guys tomorrow.”

The kids wave, and she heads out the front
door.

Our home is a small colonial with three
bedrooms, a tiny office, and a decent-size yard. I considered
selling after the incident but decided it wasn’t the right choice.
My kids came home from the hospital after they were born to this
house. It’s one consistent facet of their lives.

“How was school, Em?”

“Good. Miss Springer said I’m an artist.” Em
shoves her painting into my hand and scampers away. I look down at
the artwork. It takes me a solid minute to realize I had it upside
down. Oops! Once I have the painting right side up, it looks
like a lovely fall scene in the middle of the woods during peak
foliage. It’s beautiful. Em is talented with a paintbrush.

“What about you, bud?”

“Fine.”

“Any homework?”

“Nope. Can I go out back and practice my
penalty shots?”

I nod. “Of course.”

I climb the stairs to my bedroom and change
my clothes before heading back down to make dinner. When the food
is almost ready, I call the kids to the kitchen. After I plate
their food, I join them at the dining table.

“I wanted to give you guys a heads-up, Auntie
Lily is going to watch you on Saturday.”

“Where are you going?”

I consider how much I want to share with my
kids and decide honesty is best. “I’m going on a date.”

“With who?”

“His name is Santino. Initially, we met a few
years ago and then again at Uncle Luca’s party. We’ve been talking
since then. He asked me on a date a few times before today, but I
said no.”

“This time you said yes?” Antonio asks.

“Yes.”

“What about Daddy?” Em replies.

“They aren’t married anymore, Em. Dad hurt
us, mostly Mom,” Antonio answers her.

It took some time, but with the help of their
therapist, my kids understand why their dad left
initially—even more so after the incident
where he shot Luca. I’ve done my best to make sure my kids have
exceptional male role models in their lives, starting with their
papa, Luca, and even Leo. Tommy, Frankie’s fiancé, is a new
addition to the group. Santino would be welcome as well if he wants
the job.

Silence blankets the table for a few long
moments.

“Will we get to meet him?” Em mumbles.

“Maybe. It’s only a first date,” I answer
honestly.

They drop the subject and finish their
dinner. Em clears the dishes and Antonio loads the dishwasher.

“Do we have time for a show? Pretty please,”
Em begs.

“Only one, but you need to be ready for bed
first.”

Both kids rush to their rooms, and within ten
minutes, Em is searching for a show on Nickelodeon. When the show
is over, they say good night and go to their rooms for required
reading.

However, the moment they are reading quietly,
I start to overthink this whole date plan. I’ve been fine on my own
since my divorce. I don’t need a man in my life. I would
appreciate one though. A teammate and partner to spend time
with and grow old with. Despite my divorce, I still believe in
marriage.

Right before nine, I make my nightly rounds
to check the locks before I peek in at my kids. I shut the book and
turn out the light in Em’s room and close Antonio’s door as I pass.
The closer it gets to my phone ringing, the more my nerves
increase. It’s only a phone call, I remind myself. Nothing
to be nervous about. As I calm my thoughts, I curl up in a chair in
the master bedroom.

The first thing I did after my divorce was
strip this room bare and redecorate every solitary inch from floor
to ceiling and everything in between, including new furniture. I
chose dark furniture with neutral walls. It allows me to change my
bedding on a whim. Currently, my duvet is a small floral pattern.
Once I’m comfy, my phone rings in my hand precisely at nine.

“Hello?” I answer, as if I don’t know who it
is.

“Hi, Lina. How was the rest of your day?”

“Not bad at all. Yours?”

“Every day I have lunch with you is a great
day,” he replies.

Involuntarily, my heart squeezes. “Aren’t you
a little young to be so pragmatic?”

“Almost six years isn’t insurmountable, is
it?”

“No. You seem wise beyond your years though.
You certainly act older than you are.”

“I see how you would think I’m too young. My
parents have been married for almost forty years. They showed my
siblings and me all sides of a relationship. They fought, made up,
agreed, and disagreed but always handled each other with respect.
Still do. I know a relationship takes commitment, and I’m willing
to do it.”

“You’re family sounds eerily like mine.
Remind me, where are you in the birth order?”

“I’m the youngest, and if I recall correctly,
you’re the oldest.”

“Things aren’t going to go well for you,
Santino, if you call me old.”

“You calling me by my full name does things
to me.”

Same. “Do you want me to call you
something else?”

“No, not at all. Most people call me by my
last name. I like the fact you choose to be different.”

“Me too. Lily said she would watch the kids.
What is the dress code for Saturday?”

“I was thinking we could go to the Harvest
Festival.”

Old-school fun. I appreciate it. “Sounds
perfect. What time should I be ready?”

“How about five? The drive isn’t too
long.”

“That works.”

“What made you change your mind?”

I exhale slowly.

“You don’t have to answer.” His deep voice is
low and gravelly.

“You are the most patient man I’ve ever met.
My sister has been bolstering my confidence and helping me
understand I’m not the sum of my past choices—one choice that led me to today anyway.”

“Which sister? I should send her a thank-you
note.”

I laugh. “I’m not telling. Honestly, my life
is consumed by my children and helping them deal with their
father’s absence. Handling my guilt for waiting so long to press
charges has taken some time.” Too long.

“It takes courage to stand up to anyone who
is willing to harm you and your children. You should be proud.”

“Thank you. I’m getting there. Tell me more
about you.”

“Like what?”

“What do you do in your spare time?”

“I take my nephew and my niece on
adventures.” He clearly doesn’t have an issue with kids.

“What was your last adventure?”

He chuckles. “‘Adventure’ might be a strong
word. We went apple picking and learned how to make cider from
scratch.”

“At Hogan Orchard?”

“Yes, you’ve been?”

“The kids loved it.”

“I took SJ and Gia two weeks ago. Sergio and
Sarah went on a date for their anniversary at the same time.”

That’s sweet of him. It also shows he
respects his brother’s wedding anniversary. “How old are they?”

“SJ is ten, and Gia is eight. What about
you?”

“I don’t really have a hobby exactly.
Chauffeur is probably accurate though.”

He laughs.

“I like to read, but usually I fall asleep
with the book against my face instead.”

“What type of books do you read?”

I consider sharing a partial answer or the
entire answer. I decide on the complete truth. “I like mystery and
thriller novels. The last few have been romantic suspense
though.”

“Mystery and thriller like Harlan Coben or
Gillian Flynn, I have a frame of reference for. What is a romantic
suspense novel?”

“It can play out so many ways, but usually
the heroine gets herself into a bind only the hero can get her out
of. By the end of the book, they fall in love.”

“Makes sense. Is it worth reading though when
you know they’ll fall in love regardless of any harrowing
circumstance they may find themselves in?”

“Yes. Knowing the main characters are
together in the end makes you root for them harder.”

“Interesting. Where do you chauffeur
usually?”

Not one ounce of judgment. There’s
something about him. Asking about me but really asking about my
kids at the same time. “Dance, soccer, or both usually.”

“Good for Antonio for putting himself out
there as a dancer.”

A hearty laugh bubbles up. “No, Em is the
dancer.”

“I assumed. Hearing you laugh is
amazing.”

I stop myself from asking him if he’s too
good to be true. Instead, I opt for, “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Your turn.”

“Why did you choose to be a police
officer?”

“My brother. I won’t go into too many
specifics, but he got himself into trouble when he was a young
teen. The community policing program, especially the resource
officer aspect of it with the high school, drew me in. I want to
help people, but more specifically, I want to keep kids out of the
system. I wish we could do more for the kids, but the program only
allows so much. It’s why I created the charity game in a few
weeks.”

“What game?”

“In order to raise funds for the program
extras, like shirts, supplies, and a scholarship, we have a flag
football tourney.”

“Oh, I’ve seen the fliers around town. It
sounds fun.” I consider what I can do and resolve to work on a
donation from the bank first thing in the morning.

“It is. Would you and the kids like to join
me?”

My lack of an immediate response dulls the
moment.

“You don’t have to answer right now.”

“I was gathering my thoughts. I want to. I
told them about our date at dinner.”

“How did that go over?”

“Better than I thought it would. Antonio
didn’t seem fazed, but Em was curious as to why I’m not waiting for
Derrick.” Sharing Em’s concerns is easier than I thought.

“Did you ever consider it?”

“Not once since he took me and our children
hostage in our home. Beforehand, I thought about it for the kids. I
realized he would always attempt to control me with his harsh words
and physical abuse, so I decided not to.”

“He abused you before the altercation at your
house?” His voice wavers, but he settles quickly.

I push out a jagged breath. “Yes. The truth
is I didn’t see it as abuse until it was too late. At the
beginning, it was verbal only. He didn’t grab me. The first time he
left a mark on me, he apologized profusely and cried. Swore it
would never happen again. The bruises were barely yellow when he
lost his temper again and left a handprint around my upper arm. It
wasn’t until almost two years after it started when I couldn’t hide
it anymore.” I pause and take a few deep breaths.

“You don’t have to share right now.”

“You should know what you’re considering
stepping into.”

“Not considering anymore. Decided.”

Oh my. “The final time—” I push out a breath. “—he
dragged me to the kitchen sink and ranted about the fact the dishes
weren’t done, even though I was home all day. He threw a few dirty
glasses at the wall. They shattered on the floor. He called me
‘useless’ and ‘pathetic.’ When I tried to wrench away, he held my
forearm so fiercely, he broke it with his bare hands. He cast me
away and took off when I howled in pain. Unfortunately, I landed on
the broken glass and had lacerations on my hands and the side of my
face.”

“You’re even more amazing than I thought,
surviving that and taking a stand against it. I wish I were there
with you tonight. I would prefer to have my arms around you right
now.”

The most he’s ever touched me was his arm
around my waist. Santino is a gift. “I would willingly accept. I
never shared the whole story with anyone, other than my trauma
therapist. Although I’m sure he did it anyway, I asked Luca not to
read the report of my altercation with Derrick.”

“I understand his inclination. I memorized
my….”

“You don’t need to share either.”

“I do need to share, but I would prefer in
person.”

“Okay.”

“Are you free before Saturday for lunch?”

I mentally scroll through my calendar. “I’m
free Friday.”

“I’m on a road shift.”

“That stinks.”

He laughs. “Did you say ‘that stinks’?”

I sigh. “Yes, I did. I try to keep my
language in check with the kids. It sucks. Better?”

“Much. I agree. Can I call you tomorrow same
time?”

“I would like that. Thank you for
listening.”

“Thank you for having the willingness to
share with me.”

“Honestly, I find it easy to talk to you, and
it’ll help you understand me better if I share the dark parts of my
history.”

“Same here. Good night, Rosalina.”

“Night.”

I plug in my phone and slide beneath my
sheets. My mind is spinning as I stare up at the ceiling. There
have been three days in my life that rank as the worst ever. The
first is when Derrick broke my arm. Second was when Derrick took
the three of us hostage in our home. The final one was consoling my
children when their father was led away for a minimum of six years
for his criminal actions—a minimum that
could be up soon. Santino knows two of them now
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