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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      

      After completing this series, I went back in time (metaphorically) and wrote a prequel. It’s called Destined for the Mob.

      

      It takes place during Christmastime in 1989, when the colorful lights you draped over the front bushes were huge, constantly blew fuses, and burned your fingers. Hair was big, Keds were all the rage, and Prince was king (at least, according to one of the characters in the book).

      

      Destined for the Mob is about Marco Romano’s parents. You don’t know him yet; he makes his first appearance in book 4, Born into the Mob. Trust me, you’ll love (and maybe hate) him and you’ll definitely be glad to know he gets his own book by the end of the series (Return to the Mob).

      

      If you’d like to read Destined for the Mob, click the link below. You’ll be invited to sign up for my newsletter and then you’ll be emailed a copy of the book. I hope you enjoy it!

      

      Click HERE.

      

      Cheers!

      Tami
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        FREED FROM THE MOB

      

      

      

      
        
        “I figure I should know your name since our kids apparently like to hang out and get into mischief together.”

      

      

      

      
        
        Recovering from a bitter divorce, FBI agent turned small town cop RJ Kearny is just trying to do right by his daughter. He’s got nothing to complain about, except maybe the lack of a good woman in his life.

      

      

      

      
        
        When his daughter’s shenanigans lead him to new in town and fellow single parent Margot Swansen, he thinks he may have found The One. Except Margot has a secret: she used to be married to the mob.

      

      

      

      
        
        When her ex-husband comes after her, everyone in his path is in danger.

      

        

      
        Including RJ and his daughter.

      

      

      

      
        
        Detroit Mafia series, in reading order:

        Destined for the Mob

        Paid by the Mob

        Trapped by the Mob

        Freed from the Mob

        Born into the Mob

        Controlled by the Mob

        Return to the Mob

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter One


          

          
            KIDS WILL BE KIDS

          

        

      

    

    
      “This is your fault,” Jessica stage-whispered in that way women did when they were angry but trying not to make a scene. Her eyes were narrowed and her lips pursed, her hands fisted on her hips, her slightly too big nose quivering with each indignant breath.

      RJ wiped his hand over his face and glanced at his daughter through his fingers. She sat in one of those scoop-shaped plastic chairs in the principal’s office, a dark-haired little girl seated next to her. Both swung their legs and silently observed this little exchange. When he caught her eye, Hillary gave him a toothy smile and a finger wave. He may have divorced her mother with damn good cause, but he could never give up this child, even when she got in trouble at school and his ex, who happened to work at her school, summoned him to the principal’s office like he was the one who screwed up.

      “So what happened?” He asked Hillary, but, of course, Jessica spoke up. Their daughter hadn’t started talking until well past whatever was normal, and Jessica had blamed him for that, too, even though she was the one who never let her get a word in edgewise.

      “They clogged the toilet,” she said, making it sound like they dealt drugs in the bathroom or something, well, actually severe.

      “They both did?” He eyed the two little girls, who glanced at each other and then clasped hands the way young best friends did. “Burritos for lunch or something?”

      “What?” Jessica said. The dark-haired kid snickered and then slapped her hand over her mouth, her wide, brown eyes staring at him. He winked; he wasn’t the crazy one in Hillary’s family. Not by a long shot.

      “I know burritos have that effect on me sometimes,” RJ added, and Hillary joined her friend’s snickers. Jessica’s mouth became even more pinched, and the furrows in her forehead were so deep she could plant seeds.

      “They didn’t clog it with their-their…”

      She couldn’t even say the damn word.

      “Shit, Jessica. I’m talking about shit.” Hillary’s friend let out a little squeal. Yeah, he wasn’t supposed to talk like a cop when he was standing in his daughter’s elementary school. “Crap. I meant crap. No, poop. That one’s okay to say, isn’t it?”

      Hillary and her friend started giggling so uncontrollably they collapsed against each other. RJ got it. Poop was a funny word.

      Jessica’s face turned a funny shade of purple, like she wasn’t breathing. Or like a storm was about to erupt. Hopefully, she remembered there were kids in the vicinity.

      Her temper was the reason he’d finally demanded a divorce. She never let the fact that Hillary was in the room bother her when she raged at him about the hours he spent at his job or accused him of sleeping around when in fact he was on shitty, long-term stakeouts. He figured at least if they weren’t living under the same roof, the fights wouldn’t be so prevalent and hopefully wouldn’t screw up their daughter for life. Just because they couldn’t make a relationship work didn’t mean Hillary needed to grow up thinking that was the way of the world.

      “It wasn’t poop, RJ.” Jessica’s teeth were clenched, and she was practically growling now. “It was a pad.”

      The way she said the word, he guessed he was supposed to wince or groan or somehow react other than simply looking at her, but honestly, he didn’t know what the hell she was talking about. So he waited. And stole another glance at his daughter, who had stopped giggling and was now watching her mother with fear in her baby blues.

      “A pad,” Jessica repeated, flapping her hand like that was supposed to help him understand. When he remained silent, she added, “A menstrual pad.”

      “O-o-o-oh.” Now he got it. Except… “You aren’t supposed to flush those things? And wait a minute, what the hell were they doing with a pad? Shit, did Hillary start? Isn’t she young? I thought that happened when they were teenagers.” Christ, he needed to call his sister. He had no freaking clue what to do now. And he probably needed to make a stop at the grocery store. God knew there wasn’t any menstrual type stuff in his apartment. He was so not ready for this phase of fatherhood.

      “You are a Neanderthal,” Jessica spat. It was her favorite nickname for him. Such a loving ex-wife. “It was mine. She stole it out of the bathroom and brought it to school. And the two of them decided it would be fun to flush it. The plumbing in this school is so old, that entire bathroom has been out of commission ever since. They may need to replace the toilet.”

      “Well, it sounds like they were due for an upgrade anyway. And how exactly is this my fault if she brought your pad to school?”

      Jessica made a weird noise, like a cat hacking up a hairball, and then said, “What are you going to do about this?”

      RJ twisted his head to and fro, looking around in case there was someone else in the room, like maybe a plumber. Or did she honestly think he was capable of fixing the school’s antiquated plumbing system?

      She waved in Hillary’s direction. “Your daughter?”

      Hillary was always his daughter when she got in trouble and her daughter when she got some sort of recognition at school, like making the honor roll or receiving student of the month or whatever other awards the educational system was forever handing out.

      RJ sighed and gave his daughter a long-suffering look. “Hillary, are you ever going to flush a pad down the toilet again?”

      She shook her head so eagerly her hair slapped her face.

      “And you—what’s your name?”

      “Nina,” the other little girl piped up.

      “Nina. Are you ever going to flush a pad again?”

      “Nuh-uh.”

      “Okay, good.” He patted each girl on the head and swiped his hands together. “Problem solved.”

      Jessica’s eyes were so big she looked like a beetle. He had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing. “That’s it?” she demanded.

      Okay, he was sick of this shit. He wouldn’t win, no matter what he did. He’d finally learned that lesson five years ago, and even though he still had to deal with his ex-wife because they shared custody of Hillary, at least the majority of the time he did not have to try to guess what-the-hell-was–up-Jessica’s-ass-this-time.

      He glanced at the giant clock on the wall behind the school secretary’s desk and then nodded at Hillary and her friend. “Why don’t you two go grab your backpacks? It’s almost the end of the school day anyway, and Hillary’s with me for the rest of the week. Where do you live, Nina?”

      “Begonia Avenue.”

      “That’s only two blocks away.”

      She nodded. “My mommy hates the school bus, so we moved close enough that I wouldn’t have to ride it.”

      “Smart mom. Is she at home right now? Or your dad?”

      “My dad doesn’t live here, and I don’t talk to him anymore.” She wrinkled her pert little nose. “Mommy or Uncle Antonio or Aunt Phoebe usually comes to school to walk me home.”

      The kid had involved extended family. RJ liked them already, even if the dad was obviously not in the picture.

      “Well, why don’t Hill and I drop you off on our way home?”

      She shrugged. Jessica slapped his arm. “You can’t take someone else’s kid out of the school. Not without her parents’ permission.”

      “The bell’s gonna ring in ten minutes, Jessica. We’ll be at her house before her mom leaves the driveway. And in case you forgot—which isn’t remotely likely since that’s the main aspect of my life you hated when we were together—I’m a cop. If kids can’t trust cops, who are they supposed to trust?”

      “My uncle Antonio doesn’t like cops.”

      RJ peered at the little girl now standing before him. “Oh yeah? Some people who don’t like cops either had a bad experience or are guilty of something. Which one is your uncle?”

      She shrugged. “He just doesn’t like them. Says they make him twitchy.”

      RJ chuckled. “Even little old ladies with blue hair get twitchy around cops.”

      Hillary grabbed Nina’s hand and tugged her out of the office, presumably to collect their backpacks.

      Jessica stood there, arms folded, foot tapping a mile a minute. He gave her a mock salute and stepped out into the hall. He was already sick of dealing with her and they’d only been talking for ten minutes or so.

      When the girls returned, he signed them out at the front desk and led them out to the parking lot. “You get to ride in a police car,” he informed Nina.

      “It’s not a real cop car,” his daughter corrected him. “It’s an undercover cop car.”

      “That’s still real,” he protested.

      “It doesn’t have all the lights on the roof or the colors or the writing and stuff on it.”

      “No, but it has the cage in the back, and there’s no door handles, so criminals can’t escape once we stick them in the back seat.”

      “Can we ride in the back seat?” Nina asked, smiling up at him in that same angelic way Hillary did. That way that he knew was going to make him a sucker when his daughter was sixteen and wanted a car—or worse, wanted to date.

      He was a cop and he knew how to intimidate people. Those boys were going to have to be damned worthy if they thought they had a chance with his precious daughter.

      “Absolutely,” he said, opening the door of his nondescript but still badass gray Challenger so the girls could climb into the back. Those plastic seats were uncomfortable as hell and the space always made him a little claustrophobic, but to an eight-year-old child, it was an exciting experience.

      “Will you turn on the lights?” Nina asked.

      “Sorry, sweetheart, no lights.” Although it might be fun to turn them on as he pulled into the driveway, on the off chance her uncle was home. Yeah, sometimes cops were sadistic like that. “All right, where to?”

      She pointed at the path she probably walked every single day of the week, and he gunned the engine a little as he pulled out of the school parking lot.

      She really did live only two blocks away, so the drive was over in minutes. He parked in front of a seafoam-green Victorian house with a steep, gabled roof and a porch that spanned the length of the structure. Flowers bloomed in a riot of colors, taking up nearly half the front yard.

      He should probably walk Nina to the door and explain why he was dropping the kid off. He climbed out of the car and freed the two girls from the back seat and followed as they rushed up the steps onto the porch.

      The girls were already inside by the time he reached for the door, and he heard a woman’s voice say, “Nina. Did you walk home alone? It’s not even time for the bell to ring yet. And who’s this?”

      “Mommy, we got in trouble today and Hillary’s dad brought us home,” Nina announced.

      “What? You got into trouble? What happened? And what do you mean, Hillary’s dad brought you home? You—oh.”

      RJ stepped over the threshold into a wide foyer with sleek wooden floors and pale blue walls. The curtains were white with blue flowers. The framed pictures on the walls were typical New England artwork: water, flowers, covered bridges. No doubt there was at least one picture of fall color somewhere in this house. Probably more than one.

      All of that detail slipped from his steel-trap mind when the woman stepped into view. Straight, dark hair that fell to just below her shoulders. Small eyes, pert nose, Cupid’s bow lips—she made him think of elves. Or fairies. Definitely fairies. She was stately like a fairy. Not that he was an expert, but Hillary loved the Renaissance festival and had a healthy obsession with the creatures, so he’d picked up a few facts over the years. Like that they were tall, elegant, and beautiful.

      Her shoulders were narrow, her breasts small, and she was thin, with slender hips too. She was freaking gorgeous.

      Nina said her dad wasn’t in the picture, right?

      “Hi,” he said, offering a small wave but not moving any farther into the home to shake her hand, in case she was one of those types who didn’t like people walking in her house with shoes on. “I’m RJ Karney. Hillary’s dad.” He indicated the staircase behind her, where his daughter had disappeared with Nina.

      The woman glanced over her shoulder and back at him, her brow furrowed, her hands clenched by her sides. Like she was nervous. Or maybe worried.

      “The trouble was minor,” he assured her. “Stupid prank. Well, I’m not even sure it was a prank. I think they were just curious. You know how kids are.” He never rambled. Christ, what was wrong with him?

      She glanced over her shoulder again. “The school allowed you to leave with my daughter?”

      “No. I mean, it’s okay. I’m a⁠—”

      “Cop.”

      A guy stepped into the foyer to RJ’s right, pulling the door closed behind him before RJ could see much more than a desk strewn with papers. He had what was probably a perpetual five o’clock shadow, dark hair, dark eyes, olive skin, and a lot of muscle. Looked Italian.

      Is this Uncle Antonio?

      RJ glanced at the woman again. Other than the dark hair, there was no resemblance between the two of them.

      “Exactly. Only reason the school would have let her go without your permission,” RJ explained.

      The woman looked at the man, almost like she was seeking advice. He placed his hand on her shoulder and gave it a squeeze. There was a gold band on his left ring finger.

      Mommy or Uncle Antonio or Aunt Phoebe usually comes to school to walk me home.

      Based on Nina’s comments and the fact that there was not a matching band on her mom’s left ring finger, RJ made the assumption that Aunt Phoebe was Uncle Antonio’s significant other.

      Which meant Mom was possibly single.

      RJ’s heart beat a tiny bit faster.

      “So, what can we do for you, officer?” the guy asked.

      “It’s detective, actually,” he said. “I’m delivering Nina home safely. And letting you know that she was involved in a small prank at school today.”

      “What happened?” the woman asked.

      RJ clapped his hand onto the back of his neck. Now he understood why Jessica had such a hard time telling him this story. “Uh, well, they, uh, flushed something down a toilet and it overflowed.”

      The Italian guy snorted. “That required a visit from the cops? I had no idea this town took kids’ pranks so seriously.”

      RJ rolled his eyes. “It didn’t require anything. It was almost the end of the day and I was taking Hillary home and offered to drop Nina off on our way.”

      The lady turned her blindingly beautiful smile onto RJ and he almost forgot how to breathe.

      “Thank you for bringing her home. I’ll make sure she understands not to flush anything inappropriate down the toilet from now on.”

      RJ smiled back. “It’s okay.” He thrust out his arm and walked across the room toward her, shoes be damned. “I figure I should know your name since our daughters apparently like to hang out and get into mischief together.”

      After a glance at the Italian guy, she slid her hand into his. Her shake was firm, confident. No dead fish handshake for this woman. RJ liked that. And her.

      “Margot,” she said. Another look to the guy standing by her side. “Margot Swanson.”
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