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Join the Santinis as they gather together not for the joy of the season, but in crisis. One major event throws everything they hold dear into jeopardy, rallying the Santini brothers to support them mother and thrusting Joey back to the memories of when she and Papa first fell in love.

 

 

Joey Antonio doesn’t have time for men. Her focus is on saving money for art school. She definitely doesn’t need some jarhead Romeo bothering her. True, every time they run into each other she finds herself more attracted to him—not to mention the kisses he steals are becoming addictive. Still, no matter how sexy the Marine is, she isn’t a woman who is willing to risk her heart.

 

 

Stewart Santini, known to everyone as Papa, is convinced Joey is the woman for him. Sexy, smart and tough—exactly how he likes his women. He finds himself falling even before he knows what hit him…but there is one problem: Joey is willing to share her bed, but not her life.

 

But, this is one Marine who will battle to win the most precious thing in the world to him: Joey Antonio’s heart.

 

A Santini Christmas

 

 

 

Melissa Schroeder

Dedication
 

To the men and women of the military and their families. This time of year is especially hard to spend apart and I know you ache to be with your loved ones. Thank you for your dedication to our country and may we all have more peace on Earth.
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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used factiously and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

 

A Note from Mel:

Since I write a lot of contemporary novels, I am usually very careful about my hero and heroine practicing safe sex. But this book takes place in the 70’s, long before the words safe sex really became buzz words for our culture. So, you will notice that condoms are not talked about here.

 

I also want to address the fact that date rape is discussed in the book. Again, this was not a term readily used or something that was even accepted as rape by many during the time of the book. I know that every person who experiences this violation and act of violence will have different reactions to it. Please know that my portrait of a surviving rape victim, especially in a time when people did not use the term date rape, is not flippant or glossing over the tragedy. The book is more about the woman she is now, than the woman she was then, and how it makes her view men in general. It does not diminish her experience or the tragedy that too many people suffer. Please know that this isn’t something I took lightly while writing the book.

Mel

 

 

 

 

Chapter One
 

Fear pumped through Joey Santini’s body as she hurried down the hospital hallway.
Don’t let him be dead
. It was a mantra she had said over and over since she’d gotten the call less than thirty minutes earlier. If she thought past that, Joey was pretty sure she would lose it. As she neared the ER doors, her phone rang with the Army Fight song.

Leo.

“
Hey, Mom, where are you? I thought you and Dad would be here when we got in.”

Shit. She forgot to call the kids. The three boys who lived outside of the DC area were all on their way into DC for the holiday. Great.

“
I’m at the hospital,” she said, making her way to the desk. She stopped by the door and waited to go in.

“
What’s going on?” Leo asked.

“
Your father’s been in a wreck. That’s all I know.”

She rushed through the doors and made her way to the information desk. “I’m Joey Santini. My husband is supposed to be here. Stewart Santini.”

A young female attendant gave her an understanding smile. “Yes, ma’am. Let me check on his condition.”

“
What happened?” Leo asked, apparently ignoring the fact that she was trying to find out.

“
I have no idea. I got the call not too long ago. I’m sorry I forgot to call everyone.”

“
Okay. Where are you?”

“
I’m at Fauquier County Hospital.”

“
What happened?” he asked again. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she understood that he was confused and probably worried—not to mention she was the parent and she should be comforting him—but she didn’t have the patience for that. Not now. Not since her world felt like it was falling apart.

“
Listen, Leo, I don’t have time for this. Call your brothers.”

Then she hung up. She would pencil in time to feel guilty about that later. Right now, she could barely keep from passing out from the rush of panic she felt when she saw the clerk’s grim expression.

“
Mrs. Santini, your husband is up in surgery right now, but I understand they are almost done. Harold here will direct you to that floor.”

She noticed a young man dressed in scrubs who was smiling at her in that understanding manner people used when there was bad news. Her heart sank. Just right there she had to keep herself from falling apart. Joey Santini didn’t fall apart. Not in public.

“
Mrs. Santini?” he asked gently.

She swallowed the knot in her throat, but it did nothing to help the way her stomach had soured.

“
I can take you up to the surgery wing.”

She couldn’t speak. She was actually afraid to. Drawing in a deep breath, she nodded, then followed the young man to the elevators. Joey remembered stepping into the elevator, but the next few minutes seemed to pass in a whirl. She didn’t truly remember the trip to the floor. She was in shock—that much she understood. She went through the motions. But she couldn’t seem to make herself snap out of it.

They arrived on the floor and the young man led her to the long row of chairs that lined the hallway. The smell of antiseptic was even worse on this floor. It was so overpowering she almost gagged on it. She had always hated the scent.

He motioned toward the seats and said, “You stay right here. I will find out what is going on.”

She didn’t truly remember moving toward them and sitting down. Joey didn’t know how long she sat there staring into space thinking that her life might have just ended. Without Stewart, she didn’t want to think about tomorrow.

She felt someone touch her hand and she looked up. It was the attendant who looked a bit more relieved. The pressure in her chest eased a little.

“
They’re still working on him. The wreck left him with a concussion and a compound fracture in his leg. That’s what they are working on.” He leaned forward. “I’m not supposed to tell you about that last part, but I couldn’t leave you here worried about him.”

Relief coursed through her, although she tried to keep it at bay. He was still in surgery and anything could go wrong. Tears burned the backs of her eyes. She blinked trying to keep them from falling. When she spoke, her voice caught. “Thank you.”

“
Do you need me to call anyone?”

It took her a moment to figure out he was trying to ask about family.

“
Uh, no. I called them. Or…” She closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath reminding herself the young man said Stewart was okay. When she felt steadier, she opened her eyes. “I was on the phone with him when I walked in. They know where I am.”

“
You can call and give them an update, just make sure you do it in the hallway.”

She nodded.

“
Are you sure you’re going to be okay?”

“
Thank you, I’m fine.”

He patted her hand and then straightened. “You remind me of my mother and I couldn’t leave you here on your own.”

She chuckled, albeit watery, but at least she chuckled. “That man in there,” she said pointing toward the doors where the attendant had disappeared earlier “is a Marine. That makes me a Marine wife. I can handle anything.”

Or she hoped she could handle it. For the first time since becoming that Marine wife, she wondered if she could. The elevator doors dinged open. Leo and MJ came rushing out, babies Anna and Serena in tow. Relief rushed through her. She didn’t realize until that moment that she needed her family there.

“
There’s one of my boys. I’ll be fine now.”

He smiled down at her. “You take care.”

He walked off as Leo and MJ walked up. Her second born looked tired but no more than any other new parent. His wife of less than two years, MJ, had been a perfect match for him in everything from their passion for their health care careers to their love for each other.

“
Have you heard anything?” Leo asked, his brown eyes filled with worry as he rocked Serena in his arms.

MJ sighed and handed him Anna also. “Leo, really.”

She leaned forward and gave Joey a hug. Joey could smell baby powder and formula. When MJ pulled back, Joey felt better. Her daughter-in-law’s gaze moved over Joey. And even though she had just had twins less than six months earlier, she didn’t look any different. Her long brown hair was up in a ponytail and her face was as fresh as on Leo and MJ’s wedding day.

“
How are you doing?” MJ asked.

“
Fine, and for the record, your father is still in surgery. He has a compound fracture, so that is giving them some problems. Did you call your brothers?”

Leo nodded. “Well, I left a message for Marco because they’re still flying. Gee and Kianna are just past Charlotte, so they said to keep them updated. Vince is on his way over with Jules.”

She sighed. “I really hate to think of her out in this weather.”

Her daughter-in-law was newly pregnant, but having a rough time of it. Morning sickness kept her down most days.
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