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  Chapter 1

Richie Raggalio’s name was called over the PA system. Everyone jumped to their feet clapping, and Francine’s butterflies hatched in her stomach with excitement for her husband. Richie came running out of the dugout, tipping his hat as he waved to the crowd. The press photographers called out to him. He stopped to let them take some pictures. Before going out to the mound, he walked up to the stands to give Francine a peck on her lips. 
“This game is for you.”
Francine continued clapping and cheering with the crowd along with her friend Amy Mills. Fifteen years earlier, Richie took the same walk out to the mound, except his words to her had been, “Wish me luck” before taking his position on the pitching rubber. Today he stood on the mound, still tall and lean. The only difference being these days, he sported a crew cut.
Her life as a baseball wife, while running her own business, had been far from glamorous. Her foster parents had purchased the business for her after Francine caught them cheating on one another. Their deceit resulted in them paying for her college education, and giving her anything she wanted within reason, in exchange for keeping their secret. Her loyalty to both led her to becoming an entrepreneur.
“Let’s all stand to sing the National Anthem, being sung by local musician, Mike Gio,” the broadcaster announced.
Francine kept her eyes on Richie. When she sat next to him in biology lab twenty-five years ago, her heart had skipped a beat. The first time she watched him pitching in high school, she had no idea she would become part of his baseball career. 
Richie had spent his whole career playing for the New York Pelicans. Most games she attended alone, leaving her two childhood best friends Amy Mills and Toni Belluci to run things at the office. Looking around at the other players’ girlfriends and wives sitting in the area, she couldn’t help but laugh to herself. The younger the women were, the higher the stilettos and shorter the skirts. Francine never fit in with them. When she wasn’t at work, she pulled her long chestnut colored hair in a ponytail, wore jeans and, depending on the weather, flip-flops or flats. Today, she wore flats.
The fans began cheering during the final words of the National Anthem. Since this was Richie’s last season, she would cherish the moments spent at the ballpark. This had become her home, her way of living. The only thing that worried her was what Richie would do with his free time. He was drafted during his third year of college and spent the next few years working his way up through the minor-league organization. Since he was a teen, he had devoted his whole life to his baseball career and her. During the off-season, Richie volunteered at the high school helping pitchers, which occupied most of the winter months. Other than that, he didn’t have many other interests that would keep him from driving her crazy in retirement.
Amy nudged her. “I just got a text from Toni. Mr. Reynolds signed a binder on the house at Shore Acres for the asking price. He wants to pay cash.”
“Woo hoo,” Francine sang, causing the people around them to glance over. “That’s wonderful news. And cash, even better,” she whispered.
“Toni’s on the way. She’s bringing the paperwork for you to look over tonight. Mr. Reynolds wants to do this transaction by Friday.”
“Play ball!” The umpire’s voice echoed from behind home plate.
Francine directed her attention to the mound. Before Richie threw the first pitch, his ritual at every game would be to stand tall and roll his shoulders a dozen times. He insisted this helped clear his mind. The ritual seemed to have worked all these years. 
Richie held his glove up to his chest, went into his windup and started the game with a strike. The crowd roared, as did Francine. Boy, was she going to miss this. Nothing could come close to hearing the crowd chant Richie’s name and feeling the sun beat down on her, with not a breeze to be found, unless you’re sitting up in the bleachers. The new stadium didn’t have the pizazz of the old one. The ticket booths in the parking lot were gone, just as the two-dollar general admission tickets. A lot had changed since Richie’s first game, but the one thing that remained the same were the fans’ enthusiasm and food. 
The scent of hotdogs, popcorn and beer still lingered in the air and were still being sold by the vendors, the same men who served her the very first time she sat in the box seats on the left of the dugout. The only difference was now she could sit and watch the game with a glass of wine. But during today’s game she would pass on the wine and food. The Pelicans were leading one to nothing with Richie pitching a no hitter, only giving up one walk.
Toni often accompanied her to these games and arrived now, carrying a brown carton with three Coronas. “I thought you might need one,” she said, sitting down next to Francine. “I’ve been listening to the game on the radio. The announcers make it sound so dramatic.”
“They always do. If you ask me, the game is boring,” Amy said. “There has been very little action going on.”
Someone tapped Francine on the shoulder from behind. She turned in her seat to face a gray-haired elderly man holding a scorecard in his hand.
“Your husband has fourteen strikeouts and there are still three more innings left. He’s on the way to breaking the Pelicans’ record of nineteen.”
“Oh. Can I see the scorecard?” Francine asked.
“Sure, but I need it back before the inning starts.”
Francine scanned the scorecard. The gentleman was right. In every inning, Richie had two strikeouts. In the forth and sixth inning he had struck the side out.
Francine handed the man back his book. “Thank you.”
“I’m sorry I missed such a good game,” Toni said.
“Don’t worry. You hit the jackpot with the sale in Shore Acres. Good job.”
Toni held up her beer bottle. “We work as a team.”
By the ninth inning, Richie needed one more strikeout to win the game and break the record. The fans jumped to their feet, their cheers echoing throughout the stadium. Music played in the background until Richie stood on the pitching rubber. The stadium went silent. Glancing up at the Jumbo-Tron screen, she saw the exaggerated look of concentration on his face. Richie was in the zone. He took a deep breath, rolled his shoulders and went into his windup. The pitch flew right by the batter.
“Strike three,” the umpire yelled.
“Richie broke the record,” fans around her continued cheering.
With that the Pelicans’ bench emptied out, as if they had won the World Series. The fans were screaming and Francine jumped up and down along with them. Within minutes, the press and photographers were on the field.
Francine walked with the girls to the Pelicans’ Sports Club across the street from the stadium. Outside the bar, they had thick black metal barriers leading to the curb. This was the typical procedure after a game, as fans waited for a glimpse of their favorite players.
They walked up the red carpet to the front door.
“Good evening, Mrs. Raggalio. Congratulations on your husband’s achievement this evening,” Louie Pinto, the owner said.
“Thank you.”
“I have your usual table ready for you.”
“Would you mind adding two more chairs for my friends?” she asked, stepping aside to reveal Amy and Toni.
“Not at all. Please take a seat at the bar. I’ll be with you in a few minutes.”
“Thank you,” Francine said. “Order what you want. We have a lot of celebrating to do.”
“Yes, we do,” Toni agreed, tapping on her handbag. “We just made the deal of a lifetime.”
“Yes, we did,” Amy said.
Francine signaled to the bartender. He approached them with his long order pad.
“Hi, Cane,” Francine said. “I’m thinking dirty martinis for the table. Ladies?”
Amy and Toni nodded in agreement.
“Would you like to see the appetizer menu?”
“No thanks. Louie is getting our table ready. Richie will be meeting us in a bit.”
Francine couldn’t wait to see Richie. Breaking this record had always been his dream. They would stay for a bit and celebrate with their friends, teammates and fans, and then they’d go home for a private celebration.
While they waited for Cane to make the martinis, Louie returned to bring them to the table. As they sat, Cane returned with their martinis.
“Here you go, ladies.” He placed the black leather bill holder on the table. “Enjoy the night.”
Louie lifted it. “The drinks are on the house. Enjoy.”
Francine waited for him to walk over to the next table to greet the party of four. She lifted her glass. “Let’s do a toast.”
The three of them held their glass up in the center of the table, leaning the glasses against one another.
“I’d like to propose a toast for a job well done on the Shore Acres house,” Francine said.
“You mean the two point four-million-dollar home overseeing the Narrows,” Toni explained.
“And Brooklyn,” Amy added.
“To a job well done. Salud.” Francine took a sip. “This has been one hell of a day. I am so happy for Richie. I hope this last season leaves him with a positive feeling when he retires in September.”
“Maybe October,” Amy said. “I can foresee a World Series.”
Francine waved her index finger back and forth. “Don’t even tell me you went to see Shari to get your cards read.”
“Maybe I did.”
“You know it’s a waste of money.” Toni shook her head.
“We’ll see. She told me I was going to meet someone tall, dark and handsome who will sweep me off my feet by the end of spring.”
Toni lifted her hand to stop Amy from talking. “If I had listened to her the first time we went to see her, I would have been married by now. I don’t even have a boyfriend and she said I would be married by the end of the year.”
“Okay, you two. Stop the bickering,” Francine said. “This is a special night. I don’t want Richie coming in seeing us talking about all this hocus pocus bullshit. You know how he feels about this.”
“Sorry,” they said at the same time.
Francine glanced around the room. She heard yelling coming from outside. The guys had arrived in the nick of time.
Richie came from a very religious family, from the gold chain and cross around his neck down to having the crucifix tattooed on his left forearm. When they got married, they had a traditional wedding. Both his parents were from Sicily and attended church every Sunday together, with his mother attending novena every Friday morning.
Both her parents had died in a car accident when she was eleven years old, which led to Francine asking Richie’s father to walk her down the aisle. They welcomed her with open arms, teaching her the true meaning of family. The only thing, which saddened her, was that she never learned much about her own Italian heritage. “Here he comes, the man of the hour,” Francine heard a man say in a husky voice.
Francine lifted her hand and waved to Richie with her silver bangle bracelets jingling. She watched as he stopped at the tables on the way, shaking hands with the fans and signing autographs. 
When he smiled, the dimples she loved since she was a teenager became more pronounced.
With his eyes gleaming, he made his way to their table. Francine placed her hand in his and stood. He gave her a kiss on the lips, slipping his tongue in her mouth to tease her.
“You’re such a tease,” Francine whispered, slapping his butt as she sat back down.
“Yes, I am.” He kissed her again before turning around to acknowledge one of the regulars sitting behind them.
“I’m so proud of you.” Francine touched his cheek. “You had me on the edge of my seat the last inning.”
“I was just as nervous pitching against Perez, the number two hitter in the league who only stuck out four times last year. You bet your life I was nervous with every batter who came to the plate. Every pitch I made, I prayed when the batter took a swing.”
“Even if he did get a hit, you pitched a hell of a game. If you didn’t give up the walk, you would have pitched a perfect game.”
“I might have come close. But do you know what the best thing to happen today is?” He gave her a penetrating stare. “Having you here with me today beats all of that hands down.” 
“Richie,” Clyde Lewis yelled from across the room over the seven televisions going at the same time with a different game.
“Darling, do you mind?” Richie asked, kissing the top of her head.
“Not at all. Go ahead and enjoy your night. I’m here with the girls.”
“You’re the best.”
Francine held his face between her fingers and gave him a quick peck on his lips. “Yes, I am. Later on, I’ll show you.”
* * *
Amy swept the loose ends of her shoulder-length blonde hair behind her ears. While Francine and Richie did googly eyes at one another, a gentleman had caught her eye at the bar. He held up his glass, calling her over with his index finger.
He seemed vaguely familiar, but she was pretty sure he wasn’t from the Pelicans. Amy slipped out of her chair into her ankle boots, tucking her hair behind her ear as she walked toward him. When she got a few feet away, he stood. The first thing that caught her attention were his broad shoulders that seemed to go on forever. He was tall and muscular, with tribal tattoos on his mocha skin.
As soon as she reached the granite top bar, he extended his hand. Amy eased her hand into his.
“Jason Maddock,” he said. “Can I buy you a drink, Ms…?”
“Amy Mills.” Amy shook his hand before sliding on the bar stool next to him.
“Nice to meet you.” He leaned closer to her. “I didn’t think you would come over.”
She leaned back. “Sometimes I surprise myself.”
“What can I get you?”
“A beer would be fine.”
“Cane.” He signaled to the bartender.
Cane finished making drinks across the bar before walking over. “What can I get you, Jason?”
“A beer for the lady.” He held up his glass. “A refill for me.”
Jason turned around in his chair and waved to someone by the door. Amy looked over Jason’s shoulder to see whom he was signaling. However, the place had become so crowded that it was impossible to pinpoint anyone. A few minutes later the restaurant owner stood by Jason’s side.
“What can I do for you?” Louie asked Jason.
“I was hoping you could arrange a table for us.”
“Give me a few minutes to have you seated.”
When Louie walked away, Jason turned to Amy. “I thought we would grab some dinner and talk. I hope that’s all right with you.”
Amy nodded. It had been quite some time since she went out on a date. Since her last dinner date had turned into a disaster, she felt her nerves starting to get the best of her. “Yes. That would be fine. I’d like that.”
As Cane placed their drinks in front of them, Louie returned. “I’ll have the waitress bring your drinks to the table. Please follow me.”
They followed Louie across the restaurant to a table for two against the wall. Jason pulled her chair out and Amy slid in. Before sitting, Jason glanced at the baseball game on the television across the room.
A waitress appeared at their table, placing their drinks down in front of them. “Here you go. Would you like to order now, or do you need a little time?”
“How do you feel about buffalo wings, mozzarella and zucchini sticks?” Jason asked.
“That sounds great.”
“I’ll put your order in. Let me know if you need anything else.”
“Thank you.” Jason held up his glass, tipping it toward Amy. “To friends.”
Amy took a sip of beer. Speechless. She had no idea what to say to him at all. Usually, she talked nonstop. But now, as she sat across the table from this incredible hunk, she felt somewhat intimidated by him. 
As if sensing her uneasiness, Jason began the conversation. “I spotted you sitting across the room and I knew I had to have the most beautiful lady in the place across from me at this table. Since you’re sitting here with me, I guess it’s safe to assume you aren’t with anyone.” He gave her an assessing stare. 
“I came with my friend Francine Raggalio and Toni. We were celebrating her husband’s no-hitter.”
“That’s a wonderful accomplishment. I’m sure Francine is proud of her husband.”
“Yes, she is.” Amy crossed her legs and leaned on her elbows on the wooden table. “Definitely an exciting game, kept us on the edge of our seats.”
“Those are the best kind. But I didn’t ask you to join me to talk about your friend and her husband.”
Amy rested her chin in her hands. “Oh really?”
“I want to talk about you. What kind of work do you do?”
“If I tell you, then I’ll be talking about my friends again.”
Jason chuckled. “That’s okay. I want to hear all about you.”
Amy dropped her hands into her lap. “I’m one of the owners of Rag, Mills and Bell Real Estate on Hylan Boulevard in Grasmere in Staten Island.”
“I’ve passed there many times because it’s quicker to take the boulevard then to sit in traffic on the Staten Island Expressway. No matter what time of the day you drive on the expressway, there’s always traffic.”
“Yeah, got that right. I avoid the expressway, taking the back streets most times. Saves me from doing this,” she said in a deep Brooklyn accent as she made a rude gesture with a devilish grin on her face.
Jason’s eyes bulged open. “I find that hard to believe.”
“Try sitting on the expressway for an hour for a ten-minute ride.”
“No thank you. I spend enough time sitting in airports waiting for planes and buses.”
Amy leaned closer in when everyone started cheering a play in one of the baseball games. “What kind of work do you do?” Amy asked, tilting her head to the side.
“I work for the New York Rockets.”
“What do you do?”
Jason chuckled. “I’m their defensive linebacker.”
Amy covered her mouth with her hand, feeling like a fool. “Oh, wow. I didn’t recognize you out of your uniform.”
“Are you a fan?” he asked, playing with the diamond earring in his left ear.
“Yes. I love sports. My favorite being baseball and football. I don’t get to watch as much as I did when I was younger, but I catch enough games. I wouldn’t miss the big games for anything.”
“A girl after my own heart.”
The waitress returned with their appetizers, placing them on the table. 
Jason smiled. “Why don’t you tell me something about yourself?”
“There isn’t much to talk about.”
“Sure there is. Tell me how you got into the real estate business. How did you come up with Rag, Mills and Bell?”
“I didn’t. Francine Raggalio did. Rag is the beginning of her last name, Mills is the beginning of mine, and Bell is the first four letters of my friend Toni’s last name.”
“Interesting. Creative at that.”
“Francine is. She ran the company for five years alone. When her business picked up, she asked Toni and me to get our real estate licenses and come work with her.” Amy stuck her mozzarella stick in the marinara sauce. “Two years later she made us partners.”
Jason took a sip of his drink. “You don’t find many friends willing to share the wealth.”
“Francine is a very generous woman, my best friend.”
Amy didn’t want to tell this handsome stranger too much information about herself. However, the more she glanced at Jason, the more she knew they had crossed paths before.
Amy finished her food. Before she could push her dish to the side, Jason refilled it.
“They have the best appetizers here. But I’m not too happy with the entrees.”
“I usually grab a salad.”
Jason stood as Richie walked by the table. “Hey.” He hugged Richie. “Congratulations on breaking the strikeout record and the no-hitter.”
“Thank you.”
“How you doing, bro?”
“Phenomenal. I’m waiting for my social butterfly to make her way back to me. You know Francine.” He winked at Amy. “She knows everyone.”
Amy turned in her seat. “Tell me about it. We can’t go food shopping without being in the store for over an hour. She knows everyone.”
“Sadly, that’s the truth,” Richie said. “What’s going on with you?” he asked Jason.
He slid his hands into his back pockets. “Taking it easy, enjoying the spring, and getting to know this lovely woman.”
“Good woman. Loves drinking coffee, can’t handle alcohol and makes an awesome Italian cheesecake laced in white and dark chocolate.”
Richie squeezed her shoulder. He had become a brother to her through the years. Amy had met Francine over twenty-five years ago while she was doing community service at a foster care Christmas party. 
“Hey, baby.” Francine wrapped her arms around Richie’s waist. “I see Amy finally met Jason. You two kept missing each other whenever we had a get-together.”
“I’m glad we finally met up.” Jason winked at Amy.
“We’re leaving. Do you need a ride to your car?” Francine asked.
Amy stood.
“You don’t need to leave,” Jason said. “I’ll take you to your car. I thought we’d have a cup of coffee and dessert.” He glanced at his watch. “It’s still early.” He turned his charm on her with his smoldering eyes.
“Sure, I’m fine. I’d like to stay a little longer.”
“Perfect. He’s a good guy,” Francine whispered in her ear.
Amy glanced at Francine, raising her right eyebrow. “I’ll see you in the morning.” Amy hugged Francine goodbye. “Again, congratulations on your no-hitter.” She hugged Richie.
“Good night,” Francine and Richie each said before Richie led her out of the restaurant.
Sitting there, Amy wondered if she had made the right decision in staying behind. But she saw something about Jason she liked, a lot. She wasn’t ready to go home yet. The more she gazed at him, the more she wanted to know about him, but it was hard to have an uninterrupted conversation with all the talking going on around them. Despite the loud chatter around them, Amy was happy she stayed. Jason took care of their tab and took hold of her hand.
“What do you say we walk down the street to the Italian pastry shop? We can get a genuine cappuccino and authentic pastry. The place looks like a shop on the streets of Venice.” Jason stood and led her out of the restaurant.
“You’ve been to Venice?”
Jason chuckled. “Of course, via Google map. Haven’t you?”
Amy grinned. “Not yet. My trips on Google map have gone exclusively to the Caribbean.”
“Am I to presume you are a beach girl?” he asked leading her a few doors down to Larusso’s Italian Pastry Shoppe.
“Yes. I love sitting on the beach reading a good book in my hot pink sand chair.”
“With a big white cotton hat?”
Amy stopped walking. “Me?” she pointed to herself. “Never.”
Jason opened the door. “I didn’t think so.”
The outside of the bakery was plain, but the inside was spectacular. The space was small, yet quaint. Each table was set with colorful floral Italian dishes, giving the café the feel of being in Italy, complete with soft Italian music playing overhead. What really caught her eye was the selection of pastries and cakes.
“Wow. Look at this.” Amy walked over to the glass showcase filled with all kinds of pastries. “There are so many choices, I don’t know what to pick.”
Jason’s hand covered hers. He led her over to a table in the middle of the shop.
“I will make the decision for you. Shelia.” He waved to the blonde woman behind the counter.
“What can I get you tonight, Jason?” she asked, in her best Brooklyn accent. 
“How about a sampler platter?”
“You got it. Coffee?”
“What would you like?” he asked Amy.
“I’ll have a cappuccino.”
“Make that two.” 
“Thank you,” Amy said, rolling the silverware onto the table before placing the napkin on her lap. 
“This shop is a well-kept secret. People can’t imagine how great the sweet goodies are inside.” He lifted his thick mocha index finger. “But once they have a nibble, they are back for more.”
“Boy, you are building up these goodies.”
“He’s my best customer,” Shelia said, placing a platter of pastries in the middle of the table. “Enjoy.”
“Thank you. Please help yourself,” he said. 
Amy lifted the small plate in front of her and placed a variety of pastries on it. While taking a bite of a chocolate filled cream puff she couldn’t help but wonder if he always brought his dates in here, or pickups like her, for a sugary nightcap before taking them home.
Jason’s eyes shined. “Yes, I am. Once a week, I send a tray of cookies and pastries to the nursing home down the block.”
“Wow. That’s quite generous of you.”
“A lot of the residents don’t get any visitors. When my grandfather lived there, I used to visit him everyday. Sometimes I was the only visitor in the whole place. I always brought cookies. I saw the look on the residents’ faces. That’s when I knew a simple gesture would make a big difference in their lives.” He took a sip of his cappuccino. “I try to stop by there once a week. The men enjoy talking about football.”
“That’s really nice,” Amy replied, taking a bite of the mini-cannoli.
“Promise me you won’t tell the paparazzi. I try to keep my personal life private. I’m not looking for any special treatment or awards. I do what I do from my heart.”
“That I can see. You’re a special man, taking the timeout to make a difference in other people’s lives.”
Amy ate every piece of pastry on her plate. While she took the last bite of cannoli, she couldn’t take her eyes off Jason. His smile was dazzling and teeth startling white against his darker skin tone. She loved his short curly hair, and wondered if his hair was soft or coarse. Under his long sleeve shirt, she knew were tattoos. 
Jason took a sip from his tall clear coffee mug. “Thanks for the compliment.”
Amy glanced at her watch. “It’s getting late. I really need to get going. I have to be at work early tomorrow.”
“Not a problem.”
“I had a nice time. Would you be interested in doing this again sometime?”
“Yes, I would,” Amy said, surprised at his suggestion.
“Good. I’ll pick you up tomorrow night around eight.”
Amy reached into her handbag. She took out her business card and handed it to him.
Jason looked at the card. “I know exactly where you live. My sister lives in Staten Island not far from you. Gives me an excuse to stop by and see my three nieces before I come for you.”
“What can I get you, Jason?” Shelia asked.
Jason lifted the overflowing dish of pastries off the table. “Can you box this up for me?”
“Sure thing. I’ll be right back.”
“This turned out to be a wonderful evening,” Amy said, sipping on her coffee. “This place looks like the shops I’ve seen in pictures of village squares in Italy.”
“I knew you’d love it.”
Amy finished her coffee and pushed the cup to the center of the table.
“Would you like another cup of cappuccino before we leave?”
Amy stood. “No thanks. I’ll be up all night.”
“I hear you. I usually stay away from caffeine at night.”
“Here you go, Jason.” Shelia handed him the big white box tied in red and white string.
“Thanks, Shelia.” He handed her money and Amy the box.
“Oh no. You aren’t sending these home with me.”
“Yes, I am. Bring them to work with you tomorrow.”
Amy shook her head. “Dear God, I know I’m going to be the one eating all these throughout the day.”
“Make sure you leave room for dinner.”
Jason led her out of the bakery and he guided her back to the stadium parking lot. 
“Where did you park?” he asked.
“By the pole over there.” She pointed to the lone car in the stadium parking lot.
“Not a problem. I will make sure you make it safely into your car.”
“No thanks. I’ll be fine.”
“I’m not taking no for an answer.”
When they got to her car, he leaned down, lifted her chin with his thick index finger and gave her a kiss on her lips. “Good night. I’ll see you tomorrow,” Jason said.
Jason closed the door and stepped to the side. Her body trembled. That kiss made her feel as if she were floating on air. As she pulled out of the parking lot, she could see him still standing there with his hands in his pockets. Once she got out of the lot and out of his vision, she pulled over to the curb and took a deep breath. What had just happened? Her heart was beating rapidly. This had been the last thing she expected to happen to her. She closed her eyes and touched her lips.
But that kiss? All she could say was wow.






  
  Chapter 2

Francine yawned the whole way to the office. The night before, she had gotten very little sleep. After pitching the game of his life, Richie came home with pains in his right shoulder, which kept him up all night. He had made her promise not to breathe a word to anyone, not even Amy and Toni. He wanted to retire on top of his game, not be forced out because of an injury. 
During the past fifteen years, they had been through a lot together. For most of Richie’s professional career he had been on top. He had won the Cy Young award five times. As the years went by, his pitching got stronger and faster. Now, he feared he wouldn’t be able to pitch up to the standard that he expected of himself.
Francine assured him that everything would be okay—he just needed to rest his arm. Whenever he had a lot of strikeouts in a game, he always had pain in his shoulder the next day. She knew the routine. He wasn’t going to say a word to the pitching coach. It was too early in the season. Besides, they were working on a five-man pitching rotation. Usually, they went down to a three-man rotation as the year went on, relying on the relief pitchers.
Before she left, she wrapped a towel full of ice onto his shoulder. Because he pitched the night before, he didn’t have to report to the stadium until three o’clock. At that time, he would jump into the whirlpool and when he got out, receive a massage. This was his usual treatment the day after he pitched.
The driver behind her beeped, yelling a curse word. As she made an illegal left-hand turn, Francine stuck her hand out the window giving the famous hand gesture to the woman.
She took her usual spot in the corner of the lot, parking on a slant. Richie had given her a red pearl custom BMW for Christmas when her ten-year-old dented car finally broke down. She had the perfect spot where her car wouldn’t get hit or sideswiped.
As she slid out of the car, she grabbed her handbag along with the folder Amy had given her the night before. There were a few things she needed to do at the office this morning before going out to show houses to two new prospective buyers.
Francine pushed the office door open and walked into the small reception area, which was equipped with a Keurig coffee machine along with various flavored K-cups. This morning a plate with assorted pastries replaced the usual tray of mini-bagels. Just what all three of them needed—more sweets.
“Good morning,” she sang.
The first thing she saw when she walked into her office was a vase with two dozen red roses. She didn’t know how Richie did it, but to this day, he knew how to melt her heart.
“Isn’t my husband the best?” Francine reached for the small white envelope attached to the red ribbon on the crystal vase.
Amy appeared, slapping her hand away from the card. “Excuse me, but they aren’t for you. You aren’t the only one who gets roses around here.”
Francine took a step back. “You’re shitting me. They’re for you.”
“Yes, they are.”
“Who?”
“Why don’t you grab yourself a cup of coffee? I’ll tell you all about it.”
Francine placed the folder in the middle of the desk and slid her handbag into her bottom desk drawer. When she looked up, Amy’s eyes were on her. She stood playing with her hands, rocking from side to side.
“Okay, spit it out.”
“I didn’t even put it in my mouth yet.” Toni stood in the doorway with a cardboard tray with three Starbucks coffees in one hand and some cannoli in her other.
“I wasn’t talking about you. Which one is mine?” Francine asked, pointing to the coffee.
“The one I wrote your name on.”
Francine lifted hers out of the tray. “Our friend Amy has received those.” She pointed at the roses.
“I knew they weren’t mine.” Toni laughed. “But Amy’s? I would have never guessed.”
“Okay, you guys, that’s enough.”
“Tell us. Who sent you the flowers?” Francine asked again.
“Jason Maddock.”
“No freakin’ way,” Toni said. “Are you talking about Jason Maddock of the New York Rockets?”
“Yeah.” Amy blushed.
“Oh my God. That is great. He is so hot. Where did you meet him?”
“Last night, silly, when we were at the sports club.”
“You mean when you disappeared without saying goodbye,” Toni said with a mouthful of cannoli.
“I didn’t disappear. I walked over to Jason, not even knowing who he was. I had to look him up last night when I got home.”
“You mean you didn’t know he is a football player.” Toni’s eyes popped wide open.
“How the hell would I know? I don’t follow football that closely. But,” she twirled around on the thin heels of her shoes, “I sure know how to pick them.”
“I’m impressed,” Toni said. “Where did you two disappear to?”
“He took me down the block to the bakery.”
“That dive place?” Toni asked.
“It’s far from a dive. When I saw the outside, I thought the same thing. But inside, it’s like being in a café in Italy. And the pastries are delicious.”
“Aw. That’s why we have pastries.”
Francesca took a sip of coffee and made her way back to her desk. “I don’t give a damn about the pastries. I want to know what happened last night.”
“There isn’t much to tell. After the bakery, he walked me to my car. He asked me to dinner tonight, and gave me a kiss good night.”
“That’s great,” Toni said. “My friend’s going out with Jason Maddock. Wow. That just blows me away. I hope you can get tickets for the games.”
Amy held up her hand. “Woo. Take a chill pill. I’m only going on a date with him. Let’s see what happens. We might not even like each other by the end of the date.”
“Oh please. Don’t go into this with a negative attitude,” Francine said as she twirled in her chair. “Give things a chance. Take yourself back to when you were a teenager. Go out tonight with a carefree attitude. Go with the flow. See where it brings you.”
“I didn’t realize Richie knew him.” Amy said.
“Oh yeah. He’s been over to our house a few times.”
“How did I miss him?”
“If I’m not mistaken, the last dinner party I had you had gone to Florida to visit your parents.”
“Oh yeah, that’s right.”
Francine glanced down to the folder sitting on her desk. “Before we go any further with our love lives, I think we should concentrate on getting the ball rolling on this contract, especially since they have already been preapproved for the amount.” Francine opened the folder. “If this sale goes according to plan, we will be three months ahead of the game.”
“That’s great news,” Toni said. “And I think, I have another house for us too.”
“Where?” Francine asked.
“Up on Ocean Terrace. While driving along, I saw a for sale by owner sign. I pulled over, called the owner and stopped in to see the house. We’re talking a two and a half million-dollar home.”
Francine crossed her legs and sipped her coffee. “No way.”
“I don’t believe it either,” Amy said. “You are never that assertive.”
Toni crossed her arms and tapped her foot. “Can you give me credit once in awhile?” She laughed. “Truth being I was sitting in traffic when the sign caught my eye. I made an appointment for eleven with the owner, making us the exclusive seller to sign the papers. Do you want me to handle it or do you want to go?”
“You can take this one. We want an exclusive. If the house is mint, we have the clientele to sell in a matter of a few weeks,” Francine said.
“I hate to jinx things, but the past few months we have been taking over the Todt Hill area. I know Circles Real Estate is pissed,” Amy said.
Francine stood, walking over to the tray of pastries. “We are a small real estate agency and give individual attention to every customer. That’s why I insist that once a week we give our clients a call, keeping them informed of what’s going on in the market. Now if we can get the house on Ocean Terrace, the O’Malley’s would be the perfect couple for the house. That’s the exact area they are looking for.” Picking up a mini-napoleon, she broke it in half before popping it into her mouth. “Mmm. You better get these out of my sight or else I’m going to devour the whole platter.”
The girls all giggled. Francine took a cream puff off the tray before returning to her desk.
“Are we going to the game tonight?” Toni asked.
“You know where I’m going.” Amy giggled.
“I’m going to pass tonight. Richie isn’t pitching. I’m going to spend a quiet night at home doing some housecleaning, ending the evening curled up in bed reading a romance novel.”
“Once again, I’ll be home alone.”
“I got an idea, Toni. Why don’t you go to the ballpark? I know you love going to the games. I’ll call Richie and have him put your name on the list for tonight.”
“Thank you. I think I’ll take you up on the offer. I just wish you would come.”
“I’d love to, but I need a night for myself.” Francine yawned. “Truthfully, I want a night alone with my husband when he gets home. I hate this time of the year. I always try my best to stay up but find myself waking up the next morning, having no downtime with him.”
“Gotcha. I know exactly what you mean.” Amy pulled her hair back in a tiny ponytail.
Francine dropped her gaze back to her desk. The past few weeks had been hard for her. Richie had reported to spring training in Florida a few days before Valentine’s Day. Last night had been the first time she had seen him since he left. The Pelicans opened the season in Cincinnati the week before. Last night they’d celebrated Richie’s strikeout record and no-hitter. Tonight, she hoped to spend the night making love to her husband.
“Time we concentrate on work,” Toni said.
“Now that’s a first,” Amy said, tapping her pen on the table.
Toni slid her chair back and stood. “I’m going to head over to the house.”
“Good luck. Try your best to get a commitment from them,” Francine said.
“I hope to be coming home with a signed contract.”
Two hours later, Toni stopped at the corner restaurant, ordering a quick burger along with a bottle of beer. She couldn’t help but clench both her fists in triumph before walking in. This had been her first two-million-dollar exclusive listing. Every time she had found a for sale by owner sign, she would jot down the address and phone number and gave it to Francine to take care of. Getting this listing had been exactly what she needed.
The past few months she hadn’t gotten an exclusive or a sale. Francine never complained, but Toni knew she expected more from her. As the days passed by, her depression deepened. She was good at covering her feelings and keeping her emotions to herself. Ten years ago, she had gone away to her aunt’s house in Tennessee. She had lied to her friends, telling them that her aunt was sick and needed help. But the truth of the matter was she had a nervous breakdown after she’d caught her live-in boyfriend in bed with her neighbor’s daughter. The devastation of the betrayal put her right over the edge, sending her into a deep depression. Since then, she dated, but never let things go past a date or two, never making a commitment to avoid a repeat performance of the episode.
With her success of the day, she felt confident that things would start an upward spiral. On the way to the restaurant, she had jotted down two more houses for sale by owner, which she would look into while she ate lunch.
“Here you go.” the waitress placed the burger and fries, along with a beer in front of her. “Enjoy.”
Before she could thank her, she had already approached another table. Opening up her computer, she googled the first address. All the information popped right up on the screen. She shook her head. If she could land the first house, she was looking at an eight hundred and seventy-five-thousand-dollar home. She lifted her oversized hamburger and took a bite. Five years ago, she would have never come out to eat alone. Now, her computer acted as her companion.
After taking the last sip of her beer, within minutes the waitress placed another one in front of her.
Toni waved her hand. “No thank you. I didn’t order another one.”
“It’s from one of the other customers.”
“I don’t care if it’s from the President. My limit is one. I have to go back to work.”
“You’re telling me you can’t play hooky for the afternoon?” A tall brown-haired man appeared next to her table.
“No, I can’t.”
The tall stranger sat in the chair opposite her. He placed his beer bottle down in front of him. “Why can’t you take a few hours off from work to get to know me?”
“I don’t know who you think you are, but I’m not in any mood for company.”
He reached his hand out. “I’m Eric Summers.”
“Antoinette. My friends call me Toni.”
“Toni. Does Toni have a last name?”
“Yes. Belluci.” 
Eric smiled “Nice to meet you Toni Belluci.”
“Same here.”
“Would you mind if I joined you for a bit?”
Toni met Eric’s gaze. “I guess so. But when I’m finished eating, I have to go back to work. I’m loaded with paperwork to do.”
“That’s fair enough.” Eric dropped his hands and stood. “Let me go grab my suit jacket and briefcase.”
While Eric returned to his table, Toni closed the top of her laptop and placed it into her bag. She glanced across the room to where Eric stood. He was tall, slim, not athletic at all with shoulders that seemed to go on forever. His short dark brown hair was spotted with gray. When he turned to walk back, she dropped her gaze so he didn’t catch her checking him out.
“You seemed quite intense while looking at your computer. Was it work or were you playing a game?” Eric sat down and signaled the waitress, who came right over. “When you bring out my lunch, can you bring it here? I’ll be eating with this beautiful young lady.”
Toni’s right eyebrow shot up. She couldn’t remember the last time a man called her a young lady. Usually they would tell her she was too old for them. Hell, it wasn’t her fault she had terrible genes. When she stood next to Francine and Amy, she looked like their older sister. At thirty-eight years old, she could pass for fifty. In high school, the other girls would mock her, asking her how many times she was left back. Either this man was blind, or he saw something else in her.
The waitress placed Eric’s tuna salad sandwich down in front of him along with a Diet Coke. “Let me know if you need anything else.” She turned to Toni. “Can I get you anything else?”
“No thanks.” Toni’s eye caught the big bag he placed on the chair next to him. “What do you have in that big suitcase of yours?” Toni pointed to the black bag.
Drugs.”
Toni jerked her head back. “Drugs?”
“Don’t get nervous.” Eric opened the bag. “I’m a pharmaceutical rep. I’m the guy who ties up the doctors, making them run late.”
“So you’re the culprit.” She smiled flirtatiously. 
“Yes, I am.”
“I would say you are the candy man. The one that has all the samples of the latest drugs on the market,” Toni joked.
“I can’t tell you how many times people ask me for samples. ‘Hey, do you have any of those happy pills for me to try?’ It’s crazy.”
“I can imagine, especially with Staten Island being known as the borough with the highest prescription drug use.” Toni dipped a fry into ketchup before taking a bite.
“I’d have to agree with you on that.”
“So that’s what you do all day. Go from one doctor’s office to the other?”
“Something like that. I call ahead to see if the doctor is interested in something new he’d like me to bring. But most times, I just show up.” Reaching into his bag, he pulled out a composition notebook. “In here, I have all the information on every doctor in the area.”
“Now that’s old school. Where’s your iPad?”
“I don’t use electronics. I like writing everything down.”
“Wow. Without my technology, I’m lost.” 
“Then maybe you are the right person to ask for help.”
“What kind of help?”
“If I buy an iPad, would you help me set it up? Maybe give me a quick startup lesson?”
“Sure, why not.”
“How about I take you out to dinner Saturday night?” he asked.
Toni shook her head. “Sorry, Saturday night isn’t good for me. I already have plans.”
“Then cancel them.” He chuckled. “I’m sure they can’t be any more important than having dinner with me.”
“Sorry,” she said again. How she hated when men pushed themselves on her.
“Then what night would be better for you? Tomorrow? Tonight?”
“Friday works fine for me.” Toni thought for a few moments. She couldn’t let her past experiences deter her from dating. Besides, Eric seemed like a nice guy. 
Eric reached into his jacket pocket and took out his business card. Grinning, he flicked the card between his fingers before handing it to her.  “Can I have your number so I can confirm and know where to pick you up?”
“I work late on Friday nights,” Toni lied, not wanting to give him her home address. Opening her handbag, she took out her business card. “You can reach me at either number.”
“Sorry, but I have to get going. I have a few phone calls to make for prospective clients.” Toni signaled the waitress.
“Hey, I got this.”
Toni raised both her hands waving them. “Oh no, you don’t have to do that.”
“It will be my pleasure.”
“Okay,” she agreed, standing. “Thank you.”
Eric smiled. “I’ll talk to you later.”
* * *
Francine pressed accept on her phone. “Hey babe, what’s
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