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Author’s Note

 Just a
couple of things before I let you go and get your read on. While I
am doing my best to work with better editing and proofreading
software, all my books are solo, independent works. I write my
books, proofread my books, edit my books, create the covers, etc. I
have one beta who gives me feedback on my stories, but other than
that, all my books are independent projects.

 


That being said, I apologize, in advance,
for the typos, grammar inconsistencies, or any other mistakes I may
make. Since writing is strictly a hobby for me, I haven’t looked
into commitments in regard to publishers, editors, etc. My hope is
that my stories are enjoyable enough that a few mistakes, here and
there, can be overlooked. However, if you’re a stickler for
grammar, my books are probably not for you.

 


Also, I am an avid reader-I mean an
AVID reader. I love to read above any other hobby. However,
the only downside to my reading obsession is when I fall in love
with a series, but I have to wait for the additional books to come
out. And because I feel that disappointment down to my soul, when I
started publishing my works, I vowed to publish all books in my
series all at once. No waiting here…LOL. Now, the exception to that
will be if enough readers request additional stories based off the
standalone, such as in Facing the Enemy. At that point, if I decide
to move forward with a requested series, I will make sure all
additional books are available all at once. As much as this is a
hobby for me, I am writing these books for all of you, as well as
myself.

 


Thank you, for everything!


Contact Me

 I really
appreciate you reading my book and I would love to hear from you!
Now, unfortunately, because I do have a full-time job, and a family
I love spending time with, at this time, I’m afraid it would be
very hard for me to maintain a multitude of social media sites.
However, for the sites I do participate in, here are my social
media coordinates:

 


 


Website

 


 


Facebook

 


 


Instagram

 


 


 Email

 


 


Newsletter


Dedication

 For Kam
& Kim –

May you never let
anyone shadow your light or
silence your voice. Ever.


Prologue


Rena – (9-Years-Old)~

“But I don’t want to
play with him,” I whined. “I don’t like him.”

“Now, Rena,
don’t be mean,” Mom said,
scolding me like she always did when I wasn’t acting the way she
wanted me to. “Grady is a nice boy, Rena. His family is very
influential, you know.”

“No, I don’t
know, Mom. Because I don’t know what that word means,” I said. She knew was only
nine-years-old and didn’t understand a lot of the big words she
used sometimes.

She rolled her
eyes-something she said I
wasn’t allowed to do-and said, “It means his family has money. They
have nice things.”

I
looked around our living room
and I thought we had nice things, too. But they were
just things. How did having money make you a nice
person? “Mom, he’s mean to me, though,” I told her. “He only
pretends to be nice when the grownups are around.”

She let out a
deep breath and I could tell
she was getting upset with me. “He’s only teasing you, Rena. Quit
being so sensitive.”

“Being mean is
not teasing, Mom,” I tried to explain to her. “Why can’t he play
with someone else?”

We were
sitting on the couch because
she had brought me in here to tell me we were going to the
Hightowers’ house and that I needed to play nice with their
ten-year-old son, Grady. Ever since my mom made Mr. Hill her
boyfriend, we’ve gone over to see the Hightowers a few times. Mom
called it mingling.

“Well, Rena, honey, we
were kind of hoping that you and Grady might get to like each other
the more you spend time together,” Mom said.

“Who’s
‘we’? And why?” Why did Mom
want me to be friends with this boy? Why didn’t he want to play
with other boys? Why did he want to play with me? I wanted to play
with other girls, not boys.

“Grady’s mom,
Mrs. Hightower, and I were really hoping you kids would get along,”
she said, confusing me more.

“But he’s
mean, Mom,” I told her again. “I don’t want to play with him. Can’t
I just stay with Dad while you go over to the Hightowers’
house?”

My
mom’s face turned red like it
always did when I mentioned Dad. She didn’t like him, but I tried
to stay away from why she didn’t like Dad. They stopped being
married when I was six and she didn’t have a problem being mean
about my Dad, even though my Dad’s never been mean about
her.

She sat up
straighter, and in that voice
that she used when she was going to make me do something I didn’t
want to do, she said, “We are expected at the Hightowers for a
visit, Rena. All of us. So, there will
be no going with your father.”

I stood up and
stomped my foot, even though I
knew that was going to get me in trouble. But if I got in trouble,
she might make me stay home. “I don’t want to go! I don’t like
Grady, Mom. He’s mean to me. Don’t you care that he’s mean to
me?”

Mom
stood up and looked down at
me. “Stop it now, Rena,” she snapped. “Grady is not mean to
you-”

“Yes, he is!”

“No, he’s
not,” she disagreed. “You’re just way too sensitive and you need to
learn how to get along with him. It’s the perfect match if you
could just give him a chance.”

A perfect match?

“A perfect
match for what?” She was confusing me with her grownup
talk. “What are you talking
about?”

She took a
deep breath, and her face was
turning red again, so I knew she was getting really mad at me.
“Rena, I’m only going to say this once,” she said. “You will go to
the Hightowers with us, and you will get along with Grady, or I
will ship you off with your father!”

“Fine!
Send me to Dad’s!” I yelled.
“He won’t make me play with people who are mean to me!”

“I
mean, I will send you to your
father’s house to live forever, Rena,” she said. “Is that what you
want?”

I
would love to go live with
Dad, but I knew it would hurt her feelings if I told her that. And
I was mad, but I didn’t want to hurt Mom’s feelings. “No,” I
mumbled, sad and mad at the same time.

Mom didn’t say
anything for a little bit, but then she finally said, “One day, you’re going to thank me, Rena.
You and Grady are going to be so happy that you’ll be able to look
back on this time and finally appreciate what Mrs. Hightower and I
did for you.”

No, I wouldn’t.

I wouldn’t
because I didn’t like Grady Hightower.

He was mean to
me.


Chapter 1


Rena – (Twenty Years Later)~

I loved my
mother.

Really, I did.

She
gave me life. She fed me and
kept me alive until I could do those things for myself. She loved
me, albeit in her own way, but she still loved me.

So, why did I feel like
slamming my head in with a hammer every time we got off the phone?
I’ll tell you why. Because the woman was relentless.

R.E.L.E.N.T.L.E.S.S.

Her solution
to every problem was money and
status, and I just didn’t get down that way. It wasn’t like I had
an aversion to money or nice things, but it wasn’t like money,
status, or power had ever been lifelong goals of mine. Even when my
mother had started dating Elliot Hill when I was eight-years-old, I
still hadn’t fallen victim to his money or lifestyle.

I was
more down to earth like my dad. It
was even Dad who had helped me pay for college. Elliot had offered
but Dad had made it clear that we’d had it covered. Mom had been
slightly put out that her only child had opted for a small college
rather than a huge, fancy one, but it had been one of the few times
in my early lifetime that I had stood up to her and Dad had backed
me. I mean, Dad would always back me, I just never stood up to my
mom often. Some arguments just weren’t worth the
efforts.

My
parents had divorced when I was only
six-years-old, and it wasn’t until I was older that Mom had
explained that it wasn’t that she hadn’t loved my dad, he just
hadn’t been able to provide the kind of lifestyle she had always
dreamed of. She said she divorced him because she knew that, in the
end, she’d never be happy with him.

It had blown
my mind because my father was,
and still is, a corporate finance controller for Brinx Realty and
Properties who just so happened to be one of the largest realty
giants in Chicago. He made six figures doing what he did, and the
man didn’t have a stingy bone in his body. However, as the years
had gone by, I had realized it wasn’t necessarily the dollar amount
that had bothered my mother, but the fact that my father hadn’t
been flamboyant with his blessings. August Salinger was the type of
man who brought home a six-figure salary but would still change his
car’s oil himself. However, Connie Marshall (ex-Salinger) was the
type of woman who wanted everyone to know her husband pulled down a
six-figure salary.

When
Mom had met Elliot, it had
been like she was lit up every day. Granted, it’s been twenty years
and he still hasn’t proposed, but Mom seemed okay with that as long
as she was living the life she led. And as generous as Elliot has
always been towards me, I let him spoil my mother, whereas I
preferred to remain grounded like my dad.

And since Mom
didn’t work, she had all the
free time in the world to annoy the shit out of me.

Now,
stop!

This is
probably the part where you want to kick yourself in the ass because there are many people out
in the world who have lost their mothers and would love nothing
more than to have one more day with them. This is probably the part
where you want to remind yourself that your mother is not a bad
person, per se, just…a bit pushy.

But the
problem with all the things
that you’ve told yourself over, and over again, throughout the
years, is that it doesn’t mean she still doesn’t drive you crazy
with her unintentional criticism of how your life could be so much
better if you just married Grady Hightower.

Well, I
didn’t need to marry Grady
Hightower to be happy in life. After graduating from college with
degrees in marketing and computer science, I had gone to work for a
couple of marketing firms but had finally decided to branch out on
my own. So, with help from my dad, I had started up my own internet
marketing business with emphasis on having an online presence. I
wasn’t rolling in the dough, but it’s been a little over three
years and I was doing very well for myself.

I
was twenty-nine and I live in a
fabulous rent-controlled apartment building in the great city of
Chicago. I knew tons of people, but I had two best friends who I
adored completely. Lyrical and Alice Rodgers…well, I should
probably change that to Lyrical and Alice St. James since they
recently married two of the St. James brothers, but I digress. I
lived in a great apartment, had a self-satisfying job, had the two
best friends in the entire world, a father who was the most
awesome, supportive human being on the planet, and, yes, a mother
who loved me, no matter how annoying she might be. I even had a
non-legalized stepfather of sorts who had always been kind to me. I
had no complaints.

Not a
one.

Okay…maybe
one.

But it was a
small complaint in the scheme
of things.

I had a crush
on the third St. James brother, and I was pretty sure he couldn’t care less. I also didn’t
have any man of the hour to distract me from said crush.
AAANNNDDD
those two fabulous best friends of
mine were married to his brothers, so guess who got to be around
him at random these days?

Me.

The
answer was me, in case that
little riddle was throwing you for a loop. And to make matters
worse, Jackson St. James wasn’t a man who had a con list. The man
was all fucking pros.

The man was a
pediatrician and not just any
ol’ pediatrician. Nope. The man was reputed to be the best child
doctor in the state. According to the bits and pieces of
conversations that I have been a part of these past few months, his
brothers swear that Jackson’s love for children was embedded in his
soul.

He also didn’t
look like any doctor I’ve ever
seen. The man was over six-foot with dark brown hair, startling
blue eyes, and corded muscles everywhere. Not that I’ve ever
eye-fucked him at any of the St. James’ barbeques or anything like
that, mind you. Oh, and did I mention he was tatted-up like a
goddamn biker? Okay, well maybe not to that extreme, but he did
have tattoos that peeked out from his neck. Also, his arms weren’t
quite sleeves, but close enough. The rumor was that he was so
medically gifted and damn near magical with his patients that
everyone ignored the tattoos and his gruff bedside manner, though
his gruff bedside manner was never directed at the kids.
Supposedly, I guess he didn’t always play nice with the
parents.

Now,
this was all rumor. The second
Lyrical had found out I had my little crush on him, she had
gossiped all things Jackson that she knew with me.

And it had just made me
that much more hot for the good doctor.

Forgetting about Jackson
St. James, I reached for my phone again and guilt prompted me to
fire off a text to my mother to let her know that I loved her, and
I hoped she had a good week. I often had uncharitable thoughts
about my mother, and I struggled with that. Again, I knew she
didn’t mean any harm, but the older I got, the more persistent she
got about me meeting the right man, or rather, her ‘right man’, that is.

After
sending off the text, I dialed
Lyric because I could always count on her to make me smile, but
that was because Lyric was crazy. Alice was the good sister,
whereas Lyric was the unstable one. But, God, did I love that girl.
Lyric was technically my best friend, but that was just because I’d
known her longer than Alice. And where Alice was the voice or
reason that kept us all out of jail, Lyric was the madness that had
the potential to keep us neck-deep in court appearances.

“What’s
up, woman?” she answered on
the second ring.

“I’m not
interrupting sexy time with
Nixon, am I?” I countered because it was well known that Nixon
could not
keep his hands off his wife. The man
was so obsessed with the woman that it bordered on
unhealthy.

I
could hear her snort over the
phone. “Do you honestly think Nixon would let me answer the phone
if we were engaging in sexy time, Rena?” she rebutted.

I laughed. I
laughed because Lyrical was badass. “I noticed you didn’t say that you wouldn’t answer the phone, just that Nixon wouldn’t let you.”
I tsk’ed. “I’m going to have to tell the man he needs to up his
sexy time game.”

Lyric
laughed and it was one of my most
favorite sounds in the world. “Nixon’s bedroom skills are just fine
contrary to what Lincoln and Jackson believe,” she chuckled,
defending her husband.

And
then I heard a very male, very
stern, and very loud, “My bedroom skills are more than just fine,
Lyric! They’re spectacular!” Nixon insisted in the
background.

Lyric
didn’t bother moving the
mouthpiece away as she placated her husband. “Absolutely
spectacular, Nixon.”

And then it
was Nixon’s voice over the phone as I’m guessing he snatched Lyric’s phone out of her hand.
“I want it on the record that they were spectacular enough to get
her to marry me,” he harrumphed.

“I thought it
was peer pressure from your
parents that made her marry you?” I asked, recalling how Judge St.
James had married them spur of the moment at a family
barbeque.

“Well, that, too,” Nixon
conceded. “But it was more my bedroom skills than anything
else.”

I
laughed. “Noted,” I quipped.
“Can I speak with my friend now?”

“Fine,” he
grumbled, and then gave
Lyrical the phone back.

“What a
psycho,” Lyric grumbled. “So, back to real-life issues, what’s up, lady?”

“You up to
getting drunk with me in the safety of my apartment this
evening?”

“Do you even
need to ask?” she gruffed
out.

And that was
just one of the many reasons
why I loved her.


Chapter 2


Jackson~

I loved being a
pediatrician.

Really, I did.

I
knew early on that I had
wanted to become a doctor, no matter the fact that my mother was a
retired lawyer and my father a retired judge. And being the oldest,
it would have made sense for me to go into law, but that had ended
up being my younger brother Lincoln’s path. He was a lawyer with
his own law firm that specialized in all principles of law, but
Lincoln’s specialty was criminal law. Our youngest brother, Nixon,
was a real estate mogul with degrees in finance and
engineering.

Our
parents were wonderful, and
growing up, they had never pressured us to go into law. They were
truly the type of parents who had just wanted us to be happy. And
we were. However, things really got super happy around the St.
James’ parental home when Nixon had married Lyrical and Lincoln
married her sister, Alice. Throw in that Alice was pregnant, well,
Mom and Dad were beyond happy these days.

It
also helped that my new
sisters-in-law were beautiful people inside and out. I couldn’t
have chosen two women more perfect for my brothers. Alice balanced
out Lincoln’s nuttiness and Lyric balanced out Nixon’s fierce
temper, but not because she was a sweetheart or anything, because
that title went to Alice. Alice was the good sister. Lyric balanced
out Nixon’s crazy because she was crazier than he was, and so her
little cracked ways of thinking made Nixon seem like a
saint.

But back to
the reason I had to remind myself that I loved my job was because I was about fifteen minutes
away from an appointment with the sweetest little girl on the
planet, Mary Rose.

Mary Rose was just
six-years-old and had the most amazing blue eyes that just sparkled
with images of angels, sunshine, eagerness, and happiness. What was
so amazing about that was that her parents were pieces of shit and
I couldn’t believe how little Mary Rose could still elude so much
happiness when her parents were the poster for neglect.

Mary Rose was
always brought in by her grandmother and she always had an excuse as to why Mary Rose’s parents
couldn’t bring her. And the horrible part? I couldn’t even report
it because there was no solid evidence of abuse, per se. A bruise,
here or there, but always quickly explained away by the adage the
kids will be kids. My biggest concern was that Mary Rose was small
for her age. It was almost as if she was malnourished, but that was
always explained away by her grandmother claiming that Mary Rose’s
mom was a petite woman. So, that’s what it was; Mary Rose was just
a little petite thing.

In my gut I
knew it was all bullshit, but
unless I had proof, I didn’t want to tear apart the little girl’s
world until I was positive the outcome would benefit her in the
end. Right now, all I had were assumptions and a gut feeling, and
while all doctors were bound by law to report suspected child
abuse, I knew I didn’t have enough to make a move. Plus, if I did
make a move to help Mary Rose beyond treating her, I had no doubt
her grandmother would start taking her to another doctor and I
couldn’t risk that. I was invested in every single child I’ve ever
treated and still treat. I refused to lose any of them to
supposition. It also didn’t help that Mary Rose was always happy.
One look at her and her beaming smile, and no one would believe she
was being neglected or abused.

The
second I knew that I had
wanted to become a doctor, I hadn’t had any specific medical
discipline in mind. My plan had been to kick ass in high school, go
to college and kick some more ass, and then kick more ass in
medical school. So, all in all, I had kicked ass for twelve years
before starting my residency, and it had been a little boy named
Gary Pearce that had changed everything that I had felt about
medicine and being a doctor.

Gary had
been hospitalized originally
for his appendix, but it was later found out that he’d had a rare
blood disease when his appendix operation had been routine, but his
recovery hadn’t been. I had checked on Gary more and more during my
rounds and I had found myself being drawn to worrying about him
more than any of the other patients in my care at the
time.

He’d known that he was
really sick, but he had been so brave through the entire thing that
I had found myself in awe of him. During his stay at the hospital,
I had started to pay more attention to the children in my care, and
soon, the children were all I wanted to treat.

I had
spent three weeks with Gary
before his family had found a specialist for him and he had been
transferred to another hospital, and I had felt the loss as if he
had been my own child. I had worried about him so much that I had
broken doctor/patient protocol and had asked his parents to keep me
informed on his progress. Gary had gone on to live a healthy,
normal life, but the kid had changed me forever. It wasn’t enough
to want to practice medicine anymore. I had needed to go into children’s medicine.

So, during my
residency, I had spent all my
extra time learning everything I could about pediatrics, and I had
devoted my entire career to the health and wellbeing of children.
Soon, my reputation started to spread as one of the best
pediatricians in the state, but I wasn’t as smart as the medical
journals gave me credit for. Sure, I knew my stuff, maybe better
than most, but I think what made me seem like a notch above the
rest was because I didn’t hold back from my patients. I love the
little twits with all my heart, and I treated them as if they were
my own children. Yeah, I still had to work on my bedside manner
with their parents, but I wasn’t overly worried about that. If I
haven’t been sued for being an asshole yet, odds were that I’d
probably never be.
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