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This book is lovingly dedicated to my late mother, Irene Palatine Rice, and my late mother-in-law, Gloria Goldstein, for whom the character Gloria was inspired.

Gloria always dreamed of attending college, so I made sure her character achieved that dream—earning her a place at Yale.

Irene and Gloria shared a deep love of cooking, traveling, books, music, and dressing in beautiful clothing, as well as buying special outfits for their children and grandchildren. These passions enriched my life and left lasting, positive impressions on my children as well. As a child, my mother made birthdays, Christmas, and Easter magical and unforgettable. As a married woman, my mother-in-law brought that same warmth and devotion to Rosh Hashanah, Hanukkah, and Passover, making each celebration equally meaningful.

I was fortunate to learn from both of these remarkable women at different stages of my life. Their love, traditions, and sense of style continue to shape who I am, and for that, I am profoundly grateful.






PROLOGUE

In the aftermath of my arrest and once I was in jail, I talked with a psychiatrist for the first time in my life about my past. He was the first person whom I believed had figured it out! And he was the first person I ever spoke to in any detail about those memories. Since then, the mental equilibrium I had created to deal with my past is gone. Today, the memories fly at me whenever they choose. They’re the first thing I see when I wake up and the last thing I think about before falling asleep. It’s terrifying. And I wished I hadn’t set bail. I felt safe in jail. It was where I belonged, and I felt like that psychiatrist was fixing me. He was the first person to help me.

I’ve asked God. I’ve asked myself. I have fixated on the “why” and “how” questions. Why did I do this, and how can I kill myself? I’ve never shared the most private details of my life with others in an effort to find an answer. There seem to be both many answers and none at all. And that is why I had no choice but to plummet to my death.

I’ve had individual conversations with Dakota in my mind. I pictured her face as I admitted what a terrible man my father was and heard the shock in her voice. I tried to tell her that night, but the words just wouldn’t come out. They were trapped, just as I had her pinned beneath me. She looked terrified and confused, and immediately, I released her and profusely apologized until the old lady disrupted the moment. Dakota stared at me like I was some crazy person. I lay awake at night reviewing these conversations over and over again. In some ways, I feel disgusting, sharing this truth with you, because in my heart, I still struggle to see my five-year-old self as a victim. But I’m sharing this with you because it is the truth, not an excuse. And I believe it played a role in all the deplorable decisions I made in my adult life.

I always worried someone might look at me and know, so I paid close attention to others for any sign they might have figured it out. No one ever did. Not even Dakota’s discerning mother. As an adult, I thought I was a tougher man because of the experience; I was mentally stronger and less emotional than most. I told myself that I was superior to other people because I had dealt with this. But I allowed myself to fall victim to cocaine and willingly let the Colombian drug cartel take over Jennings Petroleum. I am emotionally exhausted fighting the demons that play in my mind.

Jake Jennings






CHAPTER 1 OFF TO COLLEGE


A million things were running through my mind on our way to Rice University. I was excited to begin college, but I would be lying if I told you I wasn’t thinking about my parents. I always pictured they would be the ones driving me—the station wagon filled to the brim with stuff I probably wouldn’t need but was on the fence about, and Mom playfully hollering, appeasing me, Throw it in, hon—we’ll make room. I stuffed and squashed my worn, oversized Winnie-the-Pooh bear. Almost every night, I’d used his paunch as my back support as I hunkered down, giving my homework the best-I-can-do attention. My parents, like most parents, preached: You don’t have to be the best, but always try your best! Before Pooh bear acted as a pillow, I cradled him every night in my princess pink toddler bed—falling asleep without him was inconceivable.

My uncle Travis had won it at the county fair by shooting down all the plasticmoving ducks. I remember the moment as if it happened yesterday.

As their quacks disappeared, I bellowed, “Go! Go!” followed by a jubilant “Yay!” then a piercing cry as the scary-looking carnie leaned toward me and pushed the yellow bear into me. He grinned widely with his nose practically touching mine. The man’s front tooth was missing, and the ones surrounding the gaping hole were crooked, chipped, and heavily stained. And when he said in a raspy voice, “Here you go, honey,” his breath reeked a horrible smell, which in my later years I learned was the stench of tobacco and booze. Even my uncle was startled and quickly scooped me up into his safe arms and stepped back, out of the man’s reach. My uncle tried hushing me by rubbing the middle of my back, telling me I’m all right. When my sobs weren’t ceasing, he softly asked in a cutesy, animated voice, “You don’t want to scare Pooh bear now—do ya?” nuzzling the bear’s nose at my cheek as I buried my face in his sweet, Old Spice smelling chest.

I still hold and cherish the photo my dad took of me in my uncle’s arms, squeezing my newest furry pal, who was actually bigger than my five-year-old body, and I was often reminded where the bear came from every time my uncle came to visit, which was frequently, since my uncle lived nearby and was single. Another tidbit about my uncle—he isn’t blood-related but was my dad’s childhood friend. The two of them were inseparable, like brothers, and my calling him ‘uncle’ felt natural. For a good three or four years, Pooh bear sat with us at the dinner table, where it wore my passed-down bib as if it were my baby brother. I was an only child for sixteen years. It wasn’t until my father’s funeral that I learned I had a much older half-brother named Luke. Luke attended our dad’s funeral with his four-year-old daughter, Savannah, and that’s when my entire world changed.

So instead of my parents’ station wagon, I was riding in a pick-up truck, with multiple bungee cords holding down my belongings, with Luke at the helm and Savannah in the middle. Luke’s wife, Amber Lee, was in Georgia, tending to her five-year-old nephew because he was about to become a big brother. Amber Lee was disappointed she wasn’t going to be there with me and for me as I opened the door to my first-time dorm room. She went above and beyond, making sure I didn’t feel abandoned or miss opportunities that a teenage girl with both her parents would experience. I often reminded her I felt blessed to have the coolest brother and his adorable daughter welcome me into their home shortly after my father’s passing. Her marrying my brother was just the icing on the cake.

My mom battled cancer and lost when I was ten, and my dad was blown to smithereens at his job—an oil rigger—when I was sixteen. It wasn’t until after he died that I learned he had a son. Before my dad had met my mom, his ex-girlfriend hid her pregnancy, moved out of town, bore his child, and didn’t tell him. She kept it a secret for thirty-six, guilt-ridden years, and only when she was on her deathbed, did she confess to Luke who his father was. She had also died of cancer, like my own mother. Regardless of my initial fainting at the reception, after Uncle Travis introduced Luke as my long-lost brother. Luckily, he and I shared many things in common.

I remember our drive together after I had dinner with him and his first wife, Janet, and their daughter, Savannah, in their Houston home. He was driving me back to my hotel, and vividly shared with me how he had first heard of our dad’s passing. He told me how he had become more anxious to meet his long-lost dad when he had passed the sign, ‘Entering Fort Worth’, and stopped at a roadside convenience store for water, and as he stood in the short line to pay for it, he spied the local newspaper. It’s header — Fatal explosion at Jennings Petroleum. He knew his dad was employed there. He feared the worst. As the patron in front of him left, Luke stepped forward, placed the water bottle on the counter, and took the newspaper from its kiosk. The article showed a dated headshot of the victim with the name Jethro Theodore Buchannan. The cashier commented, “Jeez, it’s uncanny how similar you two look,” but then quickly informed him, “The article said the man left a daughter, not a son. Don’t mind me,” dismissing her initial thought.

It didn’t take me very long—maybe a week before I decided to try to kindle a sibling relationship. After all, it wasn’t Luke’s fault that he was the product of a relationship gone bad. Second, I was an orphan. Sure, my bachelor uncle offered to take me in, but I didn’t want to interfere with his busy lifestyle. Lastly, I had been an only child and had always dreamed of having a sibling. I believed this was a sign—a sign from God, which no one should ever dismiss.






CHAPTER 2 A FEW DAYS PRIOR


Since Amber Lee was in Georgia with her pregnant sister-in-law, Suzanne, and neither Luke nor I felt like cooking dinner, we went out to Rhonda’s Roadhouse. We acted as if we had starved ourselves all week by ordering way too much, but managed to devour it all until our plates were clean. Luke literally wiped his with the last biscuit and plucked it into his mouth.

Before swallowing, he asked, “Do you mind taking Savannah to the ladies’ room and cleaning her off?”

I nodded—I, too, had food in my mouth but knew better. Both of us looked over at Savannah, who was masked in barbecue sauce and happy as a clam.

I propped Savannah up on the bathroom counter, wet a paper towel, and gently wiped her cute little face, smiling the whole time. And that’s when she told me I do it nicer than Mr. G, her kindergarten teacher. Because Savannah sometimes had a difficult time enunciating the letter r, depending on where it was placed in the word, she wasn’t able to say Mr. Gloverman’s name correctly, so he had told the class they could call him Mr. G.

“Huh? Do what, nicer?” I asked, confused.

“Wipe me.”

“When does he wipe you?” I asked again, knowing very well, her usual packed snack did not consist of messy food. It was regularly a granola bar, halved grapes, a cheese stick, and a small yogurt that she liked to eat with one of her old baby spoons, and was meticulous not to spill any—perhaps it was the dainty silver spoon that made her lady-like.

“After I eat ice cream.” Then, with a big smile, she added, “Silly!”

Because I should know Mr. G gives the class ice cream. What teacher doesn’t—Right? No. Wrong! Ever since First Lady Michelle Obama pushed healthy food in schools, there has been a big turnaround. When I was a kid, I remember my teachers handing out Hershey chocolate kisses after we recited something or another in unison. Now, kids are lucky if they get raisins on Valentine’s Day.

“Was it somebody’s birthday?” I asked, assuming a parent brought in cupcakes and ice cream so the birthday child could celebrate their special day with their classmates. But I’m certain celebrating with food isn’t allowed anymore, especially in public schools, due to kids having food allergies. And besides, what teacher nowadays cleans a kid’s face? God forbid a teacher lightly taps a pupil on the back while giving words of encouragement, nice job—in fear it could be badly misinterpreted.

She shook her head, “Uh-uh. Just me.”

“Why only you?” I could feel my thoughts turning to unfathomable images of this teacher alone with Savannah, and I hoped the look of rage I was feeling didn’t show. Before tears could form, I told myself to relax and not get ahead of myself. I had watched too many Law and Order Special Victims Unit episodes, and sometimes my obsession with this television series turned me into a basket case.

“Because I let him take pictures of me.” And once again, she calls me “Silly,” because I should know this.

Immediately, I hugged her, hoping and inwardly praying that that was all he did, and she was clothed. Please God…

“Savannah, when Mr. G took these pictures of you, were you wearing that pretty dress Amber Lee bought you? You know the one with the red polka-dots?” I couldn’t very well blurt out, Were you naked?

“No,” she answered, and that was all she said.

“No?” I repeated. “What were you wearing?”

She looked away from me.

Trying to sound cutesy to mask my inward screams, I pressed, “I bet whatever you were wearing, you looked so pretty that Mr. G wanted to capture it on film and give it to daddy.”

“A-huh. That’s what he said.” She then averted her eyes towards the basin, looking down at the sink as if waiting for something to crawl up from the drain.

I remembered my kindergarten teacher taking individual portraits for a project. I glued mine down on a piece of brown construction paper cut into the shape of a men’s dress tie with a rhyming poem dedicated to Dads that the teacher found in a book of poems. Maybe Mr. G was preparing a similar project. I was getting way ahead of myself, but had to press further.

“So, what did you wear?”

“Nothing,” she said quietly as if she sensed something was wrong.

I’m not sure if my face turned as red as the burn I was feeling within seconds of hearing nothing. I wanted to cry, Oh My God! But knew that’d be wrong. Why scare her? I smiled instead and tried to hold back my tears.

“Okay. You’re all cleaned up. Let’s get back to Daddy.”

Luke was paying the check as he looked up and said, “I thought we’d stop by Callahan’s for frozen yogurt instead of dessert here.” Then he saw my distressed look, “Oh… didn’t know you’d be so distraught over missing Ms. Rhonda’s Peach Cobbler… sorry, Dakota. Next time—okay?”

“Luke,” I swallowed, reminding myself to stay calm, but all I could think of was my Savannah and what he did to her, and Oh God—Luke’s reaction… Terrorizing. I needed help—help to hold my brother back from doing something insane like driving at full speed to pulverize this son-of-a-bitch. “Luke, we need to talk… and Callahan’s is closed.” Then I said rather authoritatively, “Besides, we’ve got ice cream at home. Let’s go!” I knew Callahan’s wasn’t closed, but we needed to get home right away. I needed to tell my brother in private, but I didn’t want to do it alone. I was afraid.

“What flavor?” Savannah asked, now sounding less meek.

“Chocolate, of course. Your favorite! And we even have rainbow sprinkles at home!” I assured her as I picked her up, knowing we’d get to the car faster this way. She wrapped her arms around my neck and we Eskimo-kissed, and then I barked at Luke, “Come on. Let’s go!”

“Why is Callahan’s closed?” Luke asked, looking puzzled. “And why are you in such a hurry to get home?” I was about ten steps ahead of him, almost out the door. “Will you slow down?” he lightly hollered. I ignored the hostess who asked how everything was and wished us a good night. I heard Luke apologize for my rudeness,

“Don’t mind her. Everything was great. Thank you,” he said as the door shut on him. I didn’t mean not to hold it open for him, but I was anxiously scrolling through my contacts for that detective. I knew once I told Luke what Savannah had told me, he’d haul ass to Mr. G’s—to kill him! Which we all know wouldn’t solve anything. Yes—there’d be one less pedophile in this world, but Savannah would be fatherless. Texas still holds the death penalty for murder.

Luke unlocked the car doors with the key fob and quickened his steps to open the door for me and Savannah. I buckled her in and then finished searching for his name, hoping it’d pop up. And yes, it did. Well, sort of. It was under “Hot Detective.” I pushed it to call as I prayed he’d pick up, not his voicemail.

“Dakota!” Luke said anxiously, “Who are you calling?”

I ignored him.

“Detective Michaels here.”

Luke heard.

“Detective Michaels?” Luke repeated, “Why are you calling him?”

Again, I ignored him.

“Hi. It’s Dakota Buchannan—remember me?”

“How could I forget?” he said in a rather sultry voice.

This wasn’t the time to flirt. “Could you come over as soon as possible?” I flatly said.

“Dakota?” Michaels said with concern.

Before he could say another word, I urged, “Please. It’s an emergency.”

“I’m leaving now,” he complied.

Luke looked at me, and now his eyes were matching mine. “Dakota,” he paused, hoping I’d divulge more, but I remained quiet. “Does this have to do with Jake’s suicide? Did someone confront you in the bathroom?” he asked.

Not even close. I shook my head, struggling to hold back my tears as I felt Luke accelerate to make the light. He usually slowed at a yellow. Shit. I was making him nervous. I couldn’t help it. Someone harmed my Savannah. How could this happen? You never think it’ll happen to you or someone you love until it does.

It’s so unbelievable and heart-wrenching—something you see on the six o’clock news—a child pornography ring—in the hands of a political figure or ordained priest. But this time the victim was my Savannah… my sweet, innocent Savannah—victim of child pornography. At the hand of her teacher, too—someone who’s supposed to help demonstrate right from wrong, build trust, and friendships, in the safe confines of a school. I thought of my carnival story and how the carny looked scary and like someone to stay away from, and how this was so much worse. How Mr. G fooled us all—his sick self, disguised under his good looks and friendly demeanor. And job! A teacher, no less.

“Oh my God,” I repeated, but this time subconsciously out loud.

Luke heard me and barked, “Damn it, Dakota. What in the hell happened in the bathroom?”

“Will you slow down, for God’s sake!”

He did.

I mouthed, “not in front of Savannah,” and reached to play Savannah’s favorite CD: the soundtrack from Mary Poppins. As the lyrics rolled, “Just a spoonful of sugar makes the medicine go down,” I couldn’t help but feel guilty. It’s devastating when something as terrible as this happens to someone you are close to. And suddenly you feel guilty—like it’s your entire fault. You failed to see the warning signs. You failed to protect them. I failed to see the person Mr. G really was, and I wondered if my mom could have sensed that there was something off about him. She had an acute discernment of people, even though she preached not to judge someone until you got to know them, but she’d call it a red flag if she noticed something peculiar about a person and warn Dad and me. And right now, I pictured her in heaven waving a million red flags in hopes I’d see them.

It wasn’t until I became an aunt that I understood how my dad must have felt when I was out late at night with my friends. I had told him, while rolling my eyes, sounding agitated: I’m a big girl, Dad. You don’t have to stay up for me. I’ll be alright. But being the caring, loving, and concerned father he was, he couldn’t fall asleep until he knew I was home safe and sound. His answer most of the time wasn’t about not trusting me, or my friends, but what the other drivers on the road may do—the crazy ones who drove recklessly. He had shared a tragic story with me about when he was in high school and a drunk driver hit a classmate and paralyzed him for life—something you never forget and hopefully something you learn from. Dad was my protector. And even though Savannah had a doting father, I was her other protective half. The one she confided in when her parents separated, when her mom moved far away and began dating again, and when her dad remarried, with another baby on the way.

Savannah’s mother gave Luke full custody of their daughter and moved to Manhattan instead of staying in Houston, Texas. Janet was more delighted in gallivanting with the upper echelons of New York City than in raising a child. I couldn’t believe this news when I heard it. I was dumbstruck, in fact, that a mother would give up the impromptu hugs and kisses from her kid for the glitz and glamour the Big Apple offered. My own mom bragged that I was the apple of her eye.

So, what was my brother going to do when he found out explicit displays of his child were out there? I inwardly prayed it was only for Mr. G’s warped enjoyment.

Please don’t have this creep be a member of one of those cults that have a website where Savannah could be plastered on posters, decorating the halls, rooms, and homes of pedophiles.

I felt as if I could throw up just thinking about it. I’d seen this kind of thing on SVU. The episode made me sick even then, and although I knew it was just a television show, I cried. But honestly, where do you think producers get ideas? Real life! And now I felt sick to my stomach—literally. Needless to say, I stayed in the bathroom as Luke put Savannah to bed.






CHAPTER 3 DETECTIVE MICHAELS


Savannah had fallen asleep while Luke read to her, and as soon as I heard her door shut, I heard him bound down the stairs into the kitchen and plead, “Now will you tell me what’s going on, Dakota?”

“I can’t say. Not yet. Not before Detective Michaels is here.”

“What? Why?”

“Luke. Please.”

Thankfully, within mere seconds, the doorbell rang. I practically sprinted. Luke stayed behind in the kitchen, which I was glad about because I wanted to give Michaels my synopsis.

“Thank God you’re here!” I said as I opened the door to Detective Michaels.

As he stepped in, I frantically blurted sounding out of breath, “Savannah’s kindergarten teacher undressed her and took pictures.”

He inhaled, gave the utmost concerned look and asked as he exhaled, “How is Luke handling it?”

“I didn’t tell him yet. I was waiting until you got here.”

As we entered the kitchen, Luke was opening a beer. He took a gulp, staring at me, and before he even said hello to the guy, he asked, “Want one?”

I was surprised when Michaels said, “Sure,” because the last time Mr. Trenton had offered him a drink, he’d declined. Then, as if he read my mind, he said, “I’m off duty.”

I was shocked but said nothing. I wanted to reprimand Michaels: What? You’re not off duty! The clock started when I phoned you! You’re leaving ASAP to arrest that scumbag! If he thinks I’m being irrational, wait till Luke hears. Wait till Savannah’s grandfather, whom I remembered Michaels respected and referred to as Sir, hears!

“So, what is so terrible, Dakota, that you needed Michaels here?” Luke said as he handed him an Amstel and added, “No offense, man.”

“None taken,” Michaels replied.

Michaels looked at me, giving me a go-ahead nod, but with his hand, he also gave the take-it-slow gesture. I was nervous and on the verge of crying. He then approached me, gave my shoulders two tight squeezes as he lowered his head closer to my ear, and asked in a slow and calm voice—very soothing,

“Dakota, do you want me to tell Luke what you just told me?”

I nodded, trying desperately not to break out in sobs.

“And interrupt me if I’m leaving anything out—okay, Dakota?” It seemed he liked saying my name, and surprisingly, I found it comforting. He gave me one last squeeze before leaving me to stand closer to Luke, who was now staring at me, looking like I was really freaking him out.

“Luke,” Michaels began. He put down his beer and continued in a flat, down-to-business voice, “Savannah told Dakota tonight in the bathroom at Rhonda’s that her teacher took naked photos of her.”

Luke took a deep breath, clenched his hands in fist form, and breathed out, “How could this have happened?” His face grew red, and I could see the vein on his temple come to life.

“I don’t know,” I cried.

It seemed like minutes before Luke said anything else—the longest minutes.
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