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PROLOGUE
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Brenda

I USED TO BE A DREAMY girl. Not anymore. It wasn't hard to understand why: they turned all my dreams into nightmares. Now, I just remembered with longing the dreamer I once was.

When I was a child, I dreamed of being a teacher, but everything changed one afternoon when my dad, mom and I were having lunch at a restaurant in the city of Edinburgh — the capital of Scotland —, where I was born and lived most of my life.

During the meal, and without warning, my father began to feel ill. He placed his hand on his chest, opened his eyes wide, and opened his mouth several times, but without making a sound. Apparently, he was choking. At the time, I was too young and didn't understand what was happening, but I knew it was something very serious.

I remember, as if it were yesterday, the terror I felt. It was a suffocating fear of losing my father. And the things that happened in the following minutes only left me in even more shock: my mother's screams, asking for an ambulance, and the group of people that gathered around us.​

My dad looked worse and worse. Before long, he was purple and I was so scared. I wanted to help, but I had no idea what to do, so I just let my feelings turn into tears.

I looked at my father, who by now was lying on the ground, and I felt his life slipping away. Even as a child, I felt useless in the face of that terrifying scene.

I felt as though my hope was fading with my father's life. However, an inexplicable breath of encouragement flooded my chest when I heard a woman's voice asking everyone to move away. She approached urgently and knelt beside my father.

“Everyone step back. He needs space to breathe,” the woman said, her voice carrying the authority of someone who knew exactly what she was doing. I automatically felt safer. “I’m a doctor. Don’t worry, I just want to help.”

This time, she directed her gaze towards my mother and I. My mother was just as desperate as I was, so she just nodded.

I remember clearly that I had never felt so much relief as I did in that moment. Those words— “I am a doctor”— were magical to me, because I simply imagined that she was an angel sent by God to bring relief and hope into our lives.

At that moment, I understood that there was no profession more beautiful than that, not only because it saved lives, but also because it brought comfort in the midst of a storm. It was not only about saving the lives of those who needed help, but also about saving the lives of everyone who loved them, since everyone is the love of someone's life.​
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THE WOMAN GAVE MY FATHER first aid and, in a short time, he seemed better. At that moment, with my childish mentality, I compared that doctor to a magical being. To me, she was much more than an ordinary human being.

A few minutes later, the ambulance arrived and took my father to the hospital. In addition to what she had already done, the doctor, whose name I didn't even know, put down her lunch and accompanied him in the ambulance.

Thank God, my father survived without any after-effects, and the doctors said that the first aid provided by that woman in the restaurant was essential.

This event marked my life in such a way that from that day on, I dreamed of becoming a doctor. This was one of the few times that I did not stop dreaming. At the age of 18, I entered the University of Edinburgh and, at the age of 24, I completed my medical degree with excellence.

When I was finishing my senior year of college, and still hadn't decided what major I was going to pursue, one of my professors— my favorite, actually— invited me over for tea and a chat. I admired him a lot and we were quite close, so I accepted.

Professor Giuseppe was a pediatrician, but he did not practice that profession. He had chosen to work as a teacher, which was also a noble profession, after all, everything we learn is through a teacher.

Giuseppe was Italian. Some time ago, he had told me his story— which I thought was beautiful, by the way— and I loved telling it to other people. He was born in Italy and was still living there with his parents when he met a Scottish woman with fiery hair who stole his heart. That was how he referred to his wife, and I thought it was very sweet.

He told me it was love at first sight. The girl was in Italy on vacation with her aunt when they first met. She also liked him right away, and the two had a romance that was initially supposed to be temporary. However, Violet had to return to Scotland, and Giuseppe stayed in Italy, heartbroken.

They continued to communicate through letters until, unable to bear the longing any longer, he decided to visit his beloved in Scotland. What happened next surprised everyone, as he loved the place so much that he decided to stay. The two got married, had two daughters and have been together for 25 years.
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— WHAT DO YOU WANT TO talk to me about, dear professor? — I joked with Giuseppe, as soon as I arrived at the university cafeteria.

— Please sit down, Brenda. You look beautiful this morning, with that fiery hair of yours that reminds me so much of my beautiful wife's — he answered me, always flirtatious as the Italians were famous for being.

I sat down and anxiously asked him to tell me what he wanted to say. I have always been very curious, and everyone who knows me knows that.

— You're making me anxious, distressed, curious and...

— Violet and I are moving to Italy with our daughters — he interrupted me, smiling. In fact, smiling more than he always did.

I loved that about Giuseppe. He was always smiling, no matter what kind of situation he was going through.

— Congratulations, Giuseppe! — I said, really happy for him, because in many of our conversations, he talked about how much he missed his Italy. — But tell me this story properly. Are you going to drop out of university? I thought you loved being a teacher here.

— Don’t get me wrong, although I love my students and I love teaching, I don’t necessarily love being a teacher — he said. — You know I got a scholarship to study medicine here when I first arrived in Scotland, and when I graduated, I couldn’t find a decent job as a doctor. I ended up studying a little more and becoming a teacher here at the invitation of the institution itself, but my real passion is medicine, especially pediatrics. Anyway, my time has come.

— Wait a minute, you don’t mean to say that...

— That's right, I received an irresistible invitation to work at the most renowned hospital in Italy! — he said excitedly. — I couldn't refuse an opportunity like that and, to my joy, Violet also accepted this change.

“I’m so happy for you,” I said sincerely. I liked him a lot and considered him one of the most intelligent and sensitive men I knew. I also admired the love he had for his wife and daughters, it was worthy of a fairy tale. “But I’m going to miss you here a lot. Even though I’m in my last month of studies, I didn’t want us to lose touch.”

— You don't need to lose contact with me, girl. I called you here precisely to make an invitation — he said, raising and lowering his eyebrows several times, as if he wanted me to guess what was coming next.​

— What? Just say it! — I asked, anxiously.

— Would you like to go to Italy with my family and do your residency there? This hospital belongs to the richest and most powerful family in Italy, the Esposito family. It is a reference in care, which is excellent for any doctor starting out in their career.

— What do you mean? They invited you and let you bring someone else?

— That’s a long story, I’ll tell you another time. What you need to know now is that the person who recommended me for the job is a very important person here in Scotland and knows the Esposito family. He recommended me for the position, and when I asked if I could bring someone else, already thinking about inviting you, he said yes, if I considered the person suitable. You are that person, Brenda.

Even though Giuseppe summarized the story well, it was still too much information for my head.

— Although you haven't made a choice yet, I'm sure that pediatrics is your calling, Brenda. I would be very happy to be your tutor in this residency there in Italy.

The idea seemed magical, just like my discovery of medicine, but it had taken me by surprise. What's more, my family's financial situation wasn't the best.

— I don't know, professor. I need to think about it and talk to my parents before I give you any answer. My family spent all their savings to pay for my college, so I don't know if they will have the money to pay for a trip like that for me.

— Don’t worry about that, because they’ll pay for our travel expenses, and you can live with me and my family in Italy. If you don’t feel comfortable, you can live in the residents’ accommodation. There are doctors from all over the world there, because the Espositos only hire the best.​

— Can I give you the answer tomorrow? — I asked, very tempted to accept, even without knowing if my parents would agree with this idea.

— Of course. My family and I will be leaving in thirty days, so don’t delay in making your decision. An opportunity like this doesn’t knock twice, Brenda. It will be a unique experience for your education.

— Okay, we'll talk tomorrow.

I said goodbye to Giuseppe, eager to go home and talk to my parents. This was a really great opportunity for me, the beginning of a new dream.

I just didn't imagine that what awaited me in Italy would turn my sweetest dreams into terrible nightmares.
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CHAPTER 1
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Brenda

I WAS 24 YEARS OLD when I arrived in Italy. I had never left Scotland or the protection of my parents. I didn't know anything outside my country and, with great sacrifice, my parents allowed me to come.

After the conversation I had with Professor Giuseppe, I told my parents about the proposal I had received. They thought I would need their money to travel, so they confided in me that it would not be possible, as we were broke and had more debts than I could imagine. I was aware that we were not prosperous financially, but I did not know that we had already gone bankrupt.

My mother was a very ambitious woman and very concerned with appearances and other people's opinions, so we continued to live the same way in everyone's eyes. It was a total surprise to learn the real financial situation of our family.

When I told them that I wouldn't need the money and that the scholarship I would receive was very generous, to the point that I would be able to support myself and also help them to stay in Scotland, I thought my parents would agree to the trip, but my father was still against it.​

However, I was the kind of girl who, once I got something in my head, it was easier to get it out of my head than the idea inside it. I did everything I could to convince him, because for some reason, I felt that Italy would be the right place for me. In the end, I became obsessed with the idea of ​​coming to live and study here.

Finally, when I was almost able to convince my father, Giuseppe came to my house and explained in more detail how this change could be beneficial for all of us. After this visit, my mother was eager to improve her life and helped convince my father, who finally allowed me to go.
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THIRTY DAYS LATER, I arrived in Italy and everything seemed like a dream. Sicily was stunning, full of beautiful people and luxurious places, very different from Edinburgh. And when I saw the hospital where I would work, it was no different. I was like an enchanted child, because the place was worthy of the royal family. Everything was so chic, like I had never seen before.

Since Giuseppe suggested that I live with him and his family and I, despite being an adult, didn't know anything about the area, I thought it would be safer to accept the offer and stay at his house. He had two daughters, Maísa and Davina, who became my great friends, so I would hardly feel out of place. They were a little younger than me, but just as wonderful as their father. Violet was also always a sweetheart to me and, in this sense, living with them really seemed like the best choice.​

The first month in Italy, despite being difficult to adapt to, went well. And the day I received my first salary as a resident, I was shocked by the amount of money. I could help my parents and still have a good amount left over.

That day was filled with great joy, so Maísa and Davina decided that we should go out to celebrate my first step towards financial independence. I thought it was a fair celebration and accepted the suggestion, but if I could go back in time, knowing what was to come, I would not have accepted. It was on that fateful day that I met Angelo.

Angelo was the kind of man who was charming and, at the same time, reserved, serious and focused. I confess that he was exactly the type that attracted me. I wasn't a woman with a lot of experience in relationships, but it wasn't hard to understand that I liked men like him.

In Scotland, while I was studying medicine, I met a guy who was very mysterious. He was serious, very reserved, and didn't talk much, which made him extremely attractive to me. We hooked up a few times, but it never went beyond casual encounters. The guy seemed to be shying away from relationships, so even though I was very attracted to him at the time, I backed away. He still tried to get closer, but when I realized that it wasn't going to work out, I cut him off.

Angelo was also a reserved type, but he soon showed his interest in me. At first, I didn't pay much attention, but he had an impressive way with words and that made him irresistible. In that first meeting at the bar, we just exchanged phone numbers, but within a few days and before I knew it, we were dating.

After a while, I began to understand that when we are away from our parents — who are our comfort and safety zone — we feel alone. And after I met Angelo, he did everything he could to make me feel better and to fill that void.

Out of need or emotional dependence, I fell in love with him quickly. After six months of dating, too young and in love to think, I left Giuseppe's house and went to live with Angelo.

Giuseppe even tried to talk to me and make me change my mind, but I was blinded by passion and was adamant in my decision. I was of legal age, so he didn't have much to do other than give me advice that, unfortunately, I wasn't willing to listen to.

At that moment, I thought I had found the love of my life. In fact, if there is one thing I learned after a while, it was that evil had no face, sometimes it was even difficult to recognize it.

At first, Angelo and I had a happy and seemingly perfect relationship, but I soon realized, on sporadic occasions, that he was an extremely possessive and neurotic guy. Angelo was unusually jealous of all the doctors at the hospital, and he didn't even want me to have a single friend. Because of this, I ended up distancing myself a little from Giuseppe and his family.

It wasn't long before Angelo started to get involved in the clothes I wore and the shade of makeup I wore. In the morning, when I was getting ready to go to the hospital, he made a point of showing his discomfort when he saw me opt for lace lingerie. He thought it was too sexy for someone who was just going to work.

This type of comment affected my psyche, shaking things that I valued the most: my confidence and self-esteem. The man I thought I loved slowly turned me into an oppressed and insecure woman, to the point that he made me believe that he was the only man capable of accepting me with so many flaws.​

Before experiencing something like this, I didn't understand how psychological abuse could hurt more than physical abuse. After experiencing it firsthand, I understood and it made total sense, because it affected something that was essential, the way we deal with and see ourselves.

The fact that victims of psychological abuse are not always able to see what they are going through makes everything more difficult. And that's what happened to me. I didn't want to lose the man I thought loved me, so I ended up losing myself. Little by little, I lost who I was.

I was apathetic and malnourished, because whenever Angelo and I fought, I could barely eat or sleep. Proof of this is that I lost almost 10 kg during the time we were together.

Angelo always managed to make me believe that I was the one in the wrong in our fights, and in the end, I always apologized and felt guilty for having caused discomfort in our relationship. There was more and more criticism, comparisons that made me feel like a failure as a woman, as a doctor, and as a human being.

I am the worst person in the world and yet he wants to be with me. I can't lose the only man who loves me, even with all my flaws. If he leaves me, I will be alone and helpless, that's what Angelo made me think. Given that, it would be shameful to go back to Giuseppe's house after everything. What a mistake.

The things Angelo told me undermined my confidence and my hope for a bright future. What if I lose my job, how will I support myself? I am not a good doctor, this could happen at any time, I often asked myself.

What comforted me was always the idea that I could still count on him, on his love. I believed that he would support me if something went wrong, so I couldn't lose him. What I didn't realize yet was that this relationship was making me a sick and dependent person.

I accepted everything in the name of a disease that I thought was love.

I believed that besides loving him, I needed him to live.

The situation only changed when, in addition to all the psychological abuse, the physical abuse began. Angelo became aggressive, with or without apparent reason. First there were the pushes and jolts, followed by sick justifications: “Do you see what you did? It’s your fault I lose control! I didn’t want to do this to you, but you forced me!” Then, he would apologize, say he would never do anything like that again, bring me flowers and treat me like a queen for a week, until something upset him again and he would become aggressive and offensive again.

The situation between us was unsustainable. I had already told him that I wanted to separate, we were no longer sleeping together and I no longer accepted having sex with him, but Angelo did not accept the separation. He threatened me and I, out of fear or cowardice, ended up staying in an unhealthy relationship.

After a few unsuccessful attempts to end our relationship, the first slap came. That day, I understood that, even though I was terrified, I needed to get away from him. I needed to take action or, in a while, I would be just another statistic. Struggling with the mixed feelings I was feeling and trying to regain some semblance of security and dignity, I went to the police station.​

The hardest part of the whole situation was asking for help, telling someone else everything I had endured to get there. It was the most humiliating and painful thing I have ever done in my life. I felt so ashamed, even though I knew he was the one who should be ashamed.

Furthermore, I always had a questioning look in my eyes. People never understood why I had accepted that situation for that long.

Hearing phrases like “Why didn’t you report it before?” or “Are you sure you want to report it? After that, you can’t go back on it!” were a reminder of the guilt I carried for allowing myself to get into that situation. And it was incredibly painful to hear this at the police station, from people who were supposed to protect me.

Once again, I was treated as if I was in the wrong and it seemed like the person who should have listened to me and helped me was the same person who wanted me to give up and go back to my shitty life. This is because there were many women who went to the police station to report their husbands and, the next day, went back to them. Initially, everyone was treated with this mindset.

It took a lot of courage not to give up, because deep down, I also wondered if I would ever go back on my word, since I had forgiven him so many times. But I didn't give up, I reported him and the investigation was opened.

I didn't undergo a forensic examination, because there were no marks, at least not on my body. At that moment, I only had the marks of my soul, which would be difficult to erase.

When I got home, not knowing where I had gone, he cried, begged for forgiveness, and begged us to try again, but I didn't accept it. No man would hit me and get a second chance to do it again. I had every reason to put an end to it. I was a strong woman, because my father taught me to be that way, so I would never let any man treat me that way again.​

I would leave home and nothing would make me stay. Once again, Angelo refused to accept it, and that day I suffered the worst of all the attacks. I was afraid that he would end up killing me — and maybe it would have been better if he had — but he didn't. So, in the early hours of the morning, I left home with only the clothes on my back and my documents and went to a hotel until I found a house to rent.

A few days later, I rented a simple apartment and decided to start over as far away from him as possible. I got away from everything, interrupted my hospital stay for a long time, became a traumatized woman and, on top of all that, closed myself off from the world.

I managed to get rid of Angelo after that and it had been over a year since I had seen him or heard from him. A few months ago, I returned to my residency at the hospital and, little by little, my routine started to return to normal.

I was still scared, but at least I had started living again. While he remained missing from Italy, I thanked God every day and kept hoping that I would never see him again.
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ONE WEEK, I WENT TO dinner with Felipa, one of the few doctors at the hospital who I was friends with. After a long conversation, we were waiting for the bill when I got distracted, admiring a very beautiful young woman who was very pregnant, with a belly bigger than hers.

The girl was sitting at a table very close to ours, accompanied by two men. One of them was definitely her husband, as they were both wearing wedding rings and he never took his hands off her. He stroked her belly, kissed her hand intertwined with his, and was extremely affectionate and loving in every gesture.

For a moment, I lost myself in that fairytale scene, because one day, I dreamed of living a relationship like that, with a man who loved, protected and respected me. I dreamed of a man who couldn't keep his hands off me, just like the man at the table in front of me clearly couldn't keep his hands off his wife. I always wanted a man who would stroke my pregnant belly and look at me with the same love that man looked at the mother of his child.

I felt someone's gaze on me strongly, and when I looked away from the couple, I realized that the man who was with them was watching me. I was embarrassed to have been caught. The man had a suspicious look, he seemed to be analyzing me and trying to understand why I was looking at the couple who were with him.

Blushing with embarrassment, I looked away.

— Hmm, isn't that hottie looking over here Chase Esposito? — Felipa asked, pulling me out of my bubble of embarrassment.

— Who? — I asked automatically, even though I knew exactly who she was talking about.

— The one looking at you is Chase Esposito. His family owns the hospital where we work — she said, looking at Chase, without a hint of shyness.

When I glanced sideways in that direction, he was still looking at me and didn't seem to have even noticed Felipa.

— I've heard of the surname, but I've never seen any of them— I said and it was true.

— All, absolutely all the men in this family are beautiful, Brenda. And there are many of them. They are a typical Italian family, full of children, most of them men, but the women are beautiful too. This one with his pregnant wife is Noah, they got married recently. I always thought he was wonderful, but he is very serious and has never paid attention to anyone, even before he got married.

— How do you know so much about other people’s lives? — I asked, shocked by so much information.

— Not from others, only from those I'm interested in — she replied laughing.

When I was about to comment on his answer, I was paralyzed by what, or rather who, appeared in front of me. Angelo was walking, with firm steps, towards me. No, no, no. This has to be a nightmare! I felt my whole body shiver and my blood run cold. I was in shock, paralyzed and speechless.

When he arrived at the table, I could tell he was drunk and possibly high. He said he needed to talk to me, and to avoid a scandal, I agreed to leave the restaurant with him. When we got to the parking lot, all hell broke loose, and from that night on, my life would never be the same.
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Brenda

— DID YOU THINK YOU could run away from me, you miserable whore? — he said, leaving his face inches from mine, and the smell of alcohol was almost unbearable.

— Leave me alone, Angelo. Move on with your life. It's over!

— It's over, no fucking way! It'll only end when one of us dies. Do you think I'm going to let you run around and find a man?

He was out of control and I was looking from side to side, embarrassed by the scandal he was making and afraid of what could happen.

— By the way, what have you been doing all this time you've been running away from me?! If I find out that you let any man touch what's mine, I'll finish you off, you slut! And you still thought it was not enough to leave me and reported me to the police, you slut. Do you think a restraining order will stop me from getting close to my wife?

— Please, Angelo, I just want to leave, move on with my life — I said in tears. — I don't want to know about any man, leave me alone.​

— You're a whore, a slut! Who do you think you are to ignore me like that? — he shouted.

When I looked toward the entrance to the parking lot, I was mortified to see the couple and the man at the other table watching this deplorable scene.

Angelo continued yelling and cursing at me, but I had already been humiliated enough by that man and I could no longer stand it in silence.

— Shut up, you disgusting pig! You fucking coward! Leave me alone, you son of a bitch. Get out of my life! — I screamed at the top of my lungs and that's when his hand hit me square in the face.

He hit me so hard that I lost my balance and fell to the ground. I was dizzy and disoriented, but I still saw him preparing to kick me. This time, as he had promised so many times, he would kill me.

I braced myself for the impact and closed my eyes, feeling like crap, humiliated and embarrassed. The pain of the slap was nothing compared to the pain in my soul.

But the impact of the kick didn't come and instead, I heard a loud noise. When I opened my eyes, I saw the man from the restaurant throwing Angelo onto the hood of his own car.

— Hit me, you coward! — Chase yelled, before throwing the first punch at Angelo. — Son of a bitch, you fucking coward! — he yelled again and punched him.

I tried to get up, but I was still a little dizzy, so I staggered and fell to the ground again. The other man, who my friend had said was Noah Esposito, approached me, apparently to help me, but he was distracted when we heard the sound of his car door slamming and his pregnant wife approaching.​

— I told you to stay in the car, Cecília — he told his wife, trying to be tough, but she didn't care much and gave him a rude answer.

I tried to control my feelings with all my strength, but it was inevitable that the tears would come, after all, I was very ashamed of all of that and extremely tired of this shit. Now that Angelo had found me, I would have to move again. I couldn't take it anymore.

The more I tried to control myself, the more I cried and sobbed.

— Hey, no need to cry — Cecilia comforted me with so much kindness and compassion in her eyes that I calmed down a little. — My husband's cousin is going to finish him off. What's your name?

Before I could respond, her husband reached out a hand from a distance away to help me up. I realized that at that moment he had given me the option to reject his help, but I didn’t. I accepted his hand, and he helped me to my feet.

“My name is Brenda. Oh my God, I’m so embarrassed,” I said, trying to wipe away my tears and regain the rest of my dignity.

— Don't be. None of this is your fault, you're the victim. That coward is learning what's good. Kill him, Chase! — the woman shouted, and I would have laughed if I hadn't been in such a precarious situation.

I looked at the two fighting, and I realized that Chase was really going to kill Angelo — and I didn't care —, but Cecília's husband went to break up the fight.

I was looking at the two of them when the woman next to me let out a painful scream and her husband came running to meet her.

Although I am not an obstetrician, I had attended many births as a pediatrician and knew that her time was coming. My suspicions were confirmed when her water broke.

— She's going into labor. I'm a doctor, let's take her to the hospital. Her water broke. Let's not waste time, I'll go with you.
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MANY HOURS LATER, AFTER having attended Cecília's birth, I left the hospital. I was exhausted, in urgent need of a shower and a few hours of sleep. I just wanted to forget about the whole situation for a few hours, and the next day I would decide what to do with my life from then on.

Even though I had gone to bed in the middle of the night, I woke up as soon as the day dawned. I wasn't sure if Angelo knew where I was living, but I couldn't take any chances.

I called a locksmith and asked him to change all my regular locks for ones with a security lock and tetra key.

I put water on to boil and make some tea, and Poliana — who had been working for me for six months — appeared in the room looking sleepy.

— Good morning — she greeted me, sitting on the sofa.

— Good morning, Poli. It's good that you woke up early, because we have to talk. I need you to be alert when you leave the house, because Angelo approached me at a restaurant yesterday, and I'm afraid he already knows my address here too — I said.

Poli’s eyes widened. Although I hadn’t told my story to anyone— not even Giuseppe and the girls knew— I had told Poliana everything, or almost everything. Since she lived in my house and took care of everything in my absence, I needed to know who Angelo was and the danger he represented to me.​

I had only known Poli for a short time, but Violet had recommended her highly, as she was the daughter of Giuseppe's housekeeper. And although I had a hard time trusting people, she made me feel confident.

— What now, Brenda? — she asked scared.

— I had all the locks changed for more secure ones. But if he finds me here, we'll have to move — I said, feeling sad again.

This was no life. No one should have to go through this.

Chase

I WOKE UP EARLY AND, despite the tumultuous night I had, there were important matters to resolve, and they wouldn't leave my head. When I went downstairs, my parents were already at the table having breakfast.

— Good morning, son! Your grandmother just called to say that the twins were born. I can't believe Noah is already a father, the other day he was just a baby. I'm getting old, my God! — my mother said excitedly.

Dona Mia Esposito had a crush on Noah, perhaps because he was her oldest nephew. Julie and the twins were jealous, but my mother said it was all in their heads and that she loved all her nephews equally.

— Don't worry, my love. You're becoming a very sweet old lady. I can't complain — my father said to my mother, flirtatious as always, and she smiled warmly. Then he greeted me: — Good morning, my son.​

Even though he had spoken to me, Mr. Romeo had not taken his eyes off my mother, who he was still extremely in love with. I immediately understood that it was time for me to leave. When the two of them started to get affectionate, I had to get away from them, because they were unbearable.

— Good morning, I'm leaving now — I said, saying goodbye.

— Chase, come back here. You haven't even eaten yet, my son. — My mother tried to stop me.

— I'll eat something later, mom. Now, I have to go — I said, already walking towards the door, before she could start a barrage of arguments.

— Romeo, that boy never eats, that's why he's so skinny. — I heard her complain to my father.

— Chase is neither a boy nor skinny, Mia. Our son is stronger than me. Stop exaggerating. Chase doesn't need your care anymore, because he's a man now — my father said. — The one who needs your care, always, is me. Come here. Come take care of me, you hottie.

For God's sake, these two are insufferable. I need to move urgently. I need to go home soon, I thought.

I left the house and Antony— my soldier since I was a kid— came to meet me.

— Are we leaving now, sir? — he asked, wondering at the time.

— Come on. I need to watch the security footage from the restaurant parking lot. I want to know what happened to that son of a bitch. I'm going to find out everything about him.

Minutes later, we arrived at the restaurant and the manager himself welcomed us. It wasn't difficult to get the images from the cameras, since everyone in the area knew who we were.

I watched the footage carefully, and my blood boiled when I saw the slap that bastard gave the redhead again. My hatred grew when I remembered that if I hadn't stopped him, he would have kicked her, even though the girl was already down. I need to kill this son of a bitch, this fucking coward, I thought. The guy was twice the girl's size, and if I didn't deal with him, at some point he would end up killing her. I would never allow that.

I would have finished the bastard off yesterday, but while I was beating the shit out of that son of a bitch, Cecilia went into labor. Noah freaked out, and I had to drop everything to drive to the hospital, but I was just in time to see that after we drove away, Noah's soldier took the man away.

— Where could that bastard be? — I said out loud, more to myself than to the others.

“They brought him back a while later,” the manager said. He stayed in the restaurant’s security room while we checked the footage. “Excuse me.”

He pointed to the machine, silently asking me to move the mouse. I moved my chair back a little, and he fast-forwarded the video.

We can see that two hours later, Noah's soldier came back and threw the bastard in the parking lot. Fast forward a few minutes and we see a couple who were probably still in the restaurant find him and call the police. An ambulance was also called and the worm was taken away.

— Do you know where they took him? — I asked the manager.

— To Santa Filomena hospital — the man replied.

— Thank you. Let's go, Antony.

— Sir, the police also took these images. They... they know you’re involved, I couldn’t deny it — the manager warned me, worried.

— Don't worry about the police, I'll take care of it — I said, and the man nodded in relief.

I didn't think twice and, as soon as I left there, I went straight to the hospital to check the man's medical records.

— His name is Angelo Conti, he's 35 years old and he's Italian — I told Antony, as I read the medical records. — The guy was all messed up, with broken ribs among other things, yet he signed a waiver and was discharged from the hospital. He should have known who he was dealing with.

— And what shall we do now, sir? — Antony asked me.

— We will find him. As long as that son of a bitch is alive, he will be a threat to the redhead — I replied. — Put our men behind him, and a bodyguard to accompany the redhead, without being seen. Ask him to follow the girl wherever she goes and keep me informed. Only if someone approaches her to do her harm, he must interfere.

I left these arrangements in Antony's hands and went to the hospital to visit my cousin and the babies.
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CHAPTER 3
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Chase

AT THE HOSPITAL RECEPTION, I was told which room I would find Cecilia in and I headed there. Noah's men were guarding the door and let me in. When I entered the room, I came face to face with the redhead.

— Good morning — I greeted, and they responded.

The redhead was talking to Cecília and didn't pay much attention to my arrival, but Noah noticed that my eyes were fixed on her.

— I don't know and I don't want to know where and how that jerk is. I just want him to disappear from my life — the redhead said to Cecília, probably referring to the guy from yesterday.

For the first time, I had the opportunity to observe her more closely. She was fucking gorgeous and had an exotic beauty. Her eyes were clear, a shade that I still couldn't tell if they were green or blue, and they looked like crystals. Plus, her body was fucking delicious. Big ass, thick thighs, all delicious.

In Italy, most women were blonde or brunette, so I had never met a redhead in person. She was definitely not Italian. She spoke English fluently, but she had a distinctive accent.

— That man is my ex-husband. After much longer than I should have allowed, living in an abusive relationship, I put an end to it, but he is not willing to understand that and stalks me all the time, even though I have a restraining order against him. I came to thank you — she said, taking me out of my thoughts, looking at me and catching me in the act of watching her. — Especially you, who got into a fight to help me — she finished, speaking directly to me.

— I hate cowards. If I could, I would have sent him to hell for good, but I didn't do it this time. I checked the restaurant's cameras and saw that a couple found him, hours later, lying in the parking lot and called the police. He was taken to the hospital and has already been released, but smart as he is, he didn't want to press charges. Be careful, he'll probably come after you — I said worriedly. For some reason, since the night before, I couldn't get this out of my head.

— I've already had all the locks in my house changed, and earlier today I went to the police and filed another complaint against him. Another restraining order was issued. That should keep him for a while — she said, embarrassed and with a sad look. I think that, given the recent events, even she found it hard to believe in this illusion.

— No, he won’t. He won’t stop. An order didn’t stop him yesterday, and it won’t stop him any day now. If you want, I’ll put an end to your problem once and for all — I said, and the woman stared at me with wide eyes.

— Don't worry, I can take care of myself — she replied, and I got pissed. Stubborn! I thought. Soon after, I asked myself mentally: does she still like him?

Within moments, a grumbling noise caught our attention; it was one of the babies in the crib. Noah walked over to his daughter, and I followed him to see the little girl's face. He rocked the crib, and she soon calmed down. When I looked closely at her little face, I saw that it was just like him. Poor thing, she was born with bad luck! I thought, laughing inside.

— Leave that woman alone, Chase. She has enough problems already — Noah whispered so that only I could hear.

Brenda had already gone back to talking to Cecília and they weren't paying attention to us.

— What? I didn't say anything — I defended myself cynically.

— I saw your look at her very clearly — Noah replied seriously.

— Man, she's fucking hot! But don't worry, I'm not going to invest, the woman already has enough problems — I was serious this time.

I wanted to keep my word, but I wasn't sure what I was committing myself to. That redhead was a fucking temptation. Besides, a redhead is a redhead, and I've never had one.

— Exactly. She doesn't need another one — he said.

I didn't agree with Noah, because a fling between us didn't exactly have to be a problem. Maybe a little fun was exactly what that woman needed, besides protection, of course. And I could easily offer both.

Our conversation ended when the bedroom door opened again and almost our entire family came in to meet the twins.

Brenda

WHEN CECILIA’S FAMILY arrived to visit her, I thought it best to give them some privacy. I said goodbye and timidly left the room. As I was heading to the doctors’ room, I heard a voice calling me. It wasn’t exactly “calling me,” but I assumed it was me, since I was the only one in the hallway.

— Redhead, wait! — I looked back and saw that it was Cecília's cousin, the guy who fought for me. I waited, because I owed him a lot.

As Chase approached, I couldn't help but watch him and notice that his suit must have been custom-made. However, what impressed me most was the gorgeous body underneath.

The guy was incredibly hot, and despite being young— probably younger than me— he exuded masculinity. He had a body posture unlike any man I had ever seen up close. Perfect from head to toe.

When he reached me, I struggled to recover from the impact that his virile beauty had caused me, but for a moment I almost lost it as I took a deep breath, because on top of everything else his smell was tempting.

“Hi, can I help you?” I asked, trying not to stutter. It was hard not to get flustered with all that beauty within my reach.

— Well, we haven't even been formally introduced yet. My name is Chase Esposito — he introduced himself with that husky sex god voice and his posture of a self-confident man, who knows he makes women go weak in the knees just by saying “hi”.

Stretching his arm out toward me, he smiled. I smiled back and let him shake my hand in an elegant gesture, showing off a watch that looked very expensive.

— Nice to meet you, Chase. My name is Brenda. — My stupid heart raced in response to our touch. — While I'm at it, I'd like to thank you once again for what you did for me yesterday. — I think I even stuttered a little, trying to recover from the impact of his proximity and the touch of his hand on mine.

I wasn't used to being so impressed by a man's beauty, but my admiration for him probably had to do with his previous attitude. I felt very lonely after everything I went through with Angelo and I was used to facing everything alone, but a stranger came into my life and protected me in a way no one else had. Chase's actions to defend me made him the most beautiful man I had ever laid eyes on, and not just on the outside.

— No need to thank me, because I didn't do anything wrong. In fact, you can thank me by talking to me a little — he said with a mischievous smile.

I was both tempted and hesitant to accept the invitation. Even though Chase had helped me, I didn't want to form a bond with him or any other man. We had nothing to talk about.

— It could be right here, in the hospital cafeteria — he argued, noticing my indecision.

— Okay — I replied, not having much of a choice.

When we arrived at the café, there was hardly anyone there. We sat down at a table far away and a waiter soon came to take our orders. I wanted a hot chocolate, while Chase just ordered a black coffee without sugar.

— So, what do you want to talk to me about? — I asked apprehensively.

Angelo had left a mark on me, a protective barrier that made me not trust anyone anymore.

— I don't want you to get hurt again — he said, bluntly, as if I were an important person to him.

Hearing these words, I felt a warmth in my heart that I hadn’t felt in a long time. This was definitely not good, I thought. Chase was looking at me intently, sitting in the chair with his body very relaxed and his arms crossed.

He had a deep, confident voice that left me speechless. All I could do was stare at him, once again, in awe.

— Thank you for your concern, but I can take care of myself — I replied defensively and hated the tone of my voice. It was low, weak and, unlike his, not at all confident.

I only had to listen to myself to be sure that I didn't even believe what I was saying.

— No, Brenda, you don't, at least not in this situation. You need to accept that you need help. That guy is dangerous and could come back at any moment.

Even though he spoke calmly, what he said sounded like an order. Chase seemed like the type of guy who held back all the time. He didn’t seem like he was going to be explosive, but I could tell that after I rejected his help, his gaze had subtly changed.

Now his gaze revealed a vital force, an overwhelming obstinacy. He won't go away, I thought. His eyes told me that, for they showed an inexhaustible strength. Maybe I'm just a challenge to him. I have to push him away.

— Hmm, I see. Let me guess: you're the guy who's going to help me? The question is, in exchange for what? — I said rudely and with a sarcastic laugh, putting up my barriers again. Angelo turned me into a person like that, who used to defend himself by attacking.

Chase didn't find my response funny, but he didn't seem irritated either. His gaze remained fixed on me, as if he was trying to see something I was trying to hide. He looked at me steadily, analyzing me as if my secrets were exposed. However, as if a shield had suddenly been raised, his gaze changed. I could no longer decipher his emotions, and that bothered me.

We remained silent, and I couldn't look away from him, but I distracted myself by looking at his face. Chase was a very handsome man. In fact, handsome is an understatement for his appearance.

Even with all my bad experience with a man, I couldn't deny that Chase looked like he had come out of a dream. The man was really handsome with his well-cut hair and clean-shaven beard. As if that wasn't enough, he also smelled like money.

Looking at him more closely, I could tell he was younger than me. My guess was around 24, but regardless of his age, he carried himself with the demeanor of a more mature man. His eyes were very experienced, unforgiving, and sharp.

I felt like that exchange of glances and the silence had been going on forever. Chase was very observant and that made me nervous. He was certainly the kind of man who easily impressed women wherever he went. His gaze was mysterious, somewhat dark and inquisitive, but everything became even more intense when combined with his intimidating presence.

The waiter interrupted our exchange of glances by bringing our orders, and finally Chase broke the silence.

“You’re not from here,” he said. “Where did you come from, Brenda?”

— I'm from Scotland. I was born and lived there for most of my life, and I came to Italy to do my residency in pediatrics — I answered more than he asked and I was surprised to realize that.

That moment with Chase showed me that he seemed like the manipulative type, exactly the type of man I wanted far away from me. I blinked my eyes several times to come to my senses and turn on my alert in an attempt to get out of that web I was getting myself into and I stood up abruptly, but I made the mistake of looking at him again.

Chase was also looking at me, still sitting. For a second, seeing him in that sexy, firm and exquisite pose, I imagined him between my legs having sex that almost takes your soul out of your body. My God, I must be going crazy. My life is upside down, and here I am thinking about sex.
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Brenda

“I REALLY HAVE TO GO, Chase, but it was nice talking to you,” I said, but before I could walk away, he grabbed my wrist.

When I looked at him, I saw his other hand going into his pocket, from where he took out his wallet. He took out a card from it and handed it to me.

— Don't hesitate to call if that bastard shows up again. Don't try to solve things on your own when you can get help. It could end very badly — he said.

I just nodded, eager to get out of there as quickly as possible. I won't care, I thought.

— Of course, thank you very much for your support. — I didn't know whether to do what I thought or what I said.

It was more than clear to me that Chase was a very dangerous man, because he made me feel feelings that I thought I would never feel again. It was as if, even against my will, I was being drawn to him in an inflexible way.​

My face heated up, I was definitely blushing and he certainly noticed. That was all I needed to make my embarrassing situation worse. I was clearly demonstrating my lack of control in front of the most confident man I had ever met in my entire life.

Chase

I WATCHED THE REDHEAD leave in a hurry, practically running away from me, and all I could think about was a wild fuck, the kind that would almost break the bed and tear the sheets.

That woman was not only beautiful, she was mysterious and intriguing. Brenda was the kind of woman who made me want to rip her clothes off and make her scream my name without any inhibitions.

I was irritated that I felt disconcerted at times in front of her, and that I had allowed her to see it. Brenda fascinated me, to the point of distracting me and letting my guard down at times. I couldn't stop looking at her, and she couldn't take her eyes off me either.

I couldn't help but find it arousing when her cheeks flushed, for it meant I had affected her as well, however Brenda was certainly not a woman to be thrilled and dazzled. It would take a lot more than that encounter to get this woman into my bed.

I knew she wouldn't call me, but I didn't miss the opportunity to give her full access to me. Brenda was a woman who wanted to take care of her own life— and I understood that, after all, she had been through a lot at the hands of that scoundrel. However, she didn't seem like the proud or spoiled type. Maybe she was just very suspicious and independent. Who knows what that guy had done to make her such a woman.​

Even though she subtly showed that she was also attracted to me, she definitely wanted me to back off. But the problem was, for some reason, I didn't want to and didn't intend to walk away from this beautiful redhead.

Brenda

I WALKED QUICKLY OUT of the hospital cafeteria and, several hallways later, I stopped for a minute to catch my breath and slow my heart. I took a deep breath of that familiar hospital smell and calmed myself.

It may sound crazy, but I liked that smell, maybe because it gave me a sense of purpose in life outside of my home. Some people thought that hospitals smelled like fear, illness, and death. I felt the opposite. To me, that was the smell of healing, life, and hope. In there, I was Dr. Brenda, the one whose mission was to heal and comfort my patients and their families. I loved feeling needed, and there, I was.

Two hallways down and with a calmer heart, I entered the bathroom and felt different when I looked at my reflection in the mirror. My face was still flushed and my hair was a mess— thick, unruly, and out of control— just the way I liked it. My eyes were bright, seemingly clearer.

I should have looked worn out today, considering the recent events and the sleepless night, but that little encounter with Chase had renewed my energy. This turmoil inside me had awakened a feeling of restlessness, but not in a negative sense, but rather in the sense of not allowing myself to stagnate in life. I did not intend to let Angelo intimidate me. I was going to fight, with all my strength, to end the threat he represented in my life, and I was going to do it not only for myself, but also for those I loved.

Minutes later, when I left the bathroom, I ran into Felipa. She barely greeted me and pulled me aside, very excited to tell me something.

— I just ran into Chase Esposito in the hospital hallways. My God, Brenda, who is that man?! I have goosebumps all over! — she said, smiling and showing me her arm, which was indeed full of hair.

I had no right and I shouldn't have, but my friend's euphoria about Chase bothered me. Felipa was a beautiful, free blonde with a wonderful, toned body, the result of the many hours she spent every day at the gym. My friend was the kind of woman that any man could possibly want.

Unlike me, Felipa had a stable life, she lived alone, she was in control of her own life and, most importantly, she didn't have an out-of-control ex-husband chasing her. She was perfect for Chase. As perfect as I could never be.

— I'm going to take advantage of the fact that he's been coming to the hospital more often, because of his cousin who had a baby, and I'm going to invest. You could give me a little help, right?!

— Me? — I asked, shocked.

— Yes, you! I heard you helped deliver the twins, so you kind of know them. You could try to find out something for me, like what Chase likes to do in his free time, so I could approach him more naturally.​

— I'm not going to do that, Felipa. I don't have the time or energy for that. I have a thousand things to take care of in my life and, besides, I don't think it's a good idea for you to get involved with a man who, technically, is your boss. Did you forget that the hospital belongs to his family?

— I haven't forgotten, but this is a bonus, in my opinion. For God's sake, Brenda, the guy is gorgeous and filthy rich, every woman's dream. Give me a hand, come on — she asked, putting her palms together in front of her body.

— I'm not close to them at all, Felipa, but if an opportunity arises or I find out something, I'll tell you — I lied shamelessly.

I wasn't going to say shit. If she wanted him, she should fight for him.

— Thank you, friend. You are wonderful! — she said, giving me a hug and a kiss on the cheek. Then she left skipping.

After that, I decided to go home. That day was my day off and all I needed was to feel safe, comfortable and relaxed. Everything I needed in life was there.

I was sure that as soon as I got home, I wouldn't think about Chase Esposito and his piercing eyes anymore.
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I WAS IN THE HOSPITAL break room making my tea. I was on duty. Here in Italy, the drink they drank most was coffee, but as a good Scot that I was, I couldn't live without my tea. I even tried to like coffee, but I couldn't.

As soon as I sat down on the sofa, with the steaming cup in my hands, the living room door opened and Gian came in whistling. Gian was a typical Italian: friendly, flirtatious, kind and polite. We became closer after I separated from Angelo and tried to lead a normal life again. He was a cardiologist and he tried to charm me constantly, but despite all his good qualities, I didn't see him as more than a friend.

Thinking about this made me realize that I was very wrong in thinking that I was protected, that I would never be interested in any man again, because my reaction to Chase left me a little disturbed. The guy really messed with my head, but I wanted to believe that it was just a normal reaction of my body to an incredibly attractive man. After all, I hadn't had sex in over a year.
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