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RECLAMATION: LIES IN THE MORGUE

BY: EROSA KNOWLES

Club Reclamation is a place where Vets from
all military branches come, chill, grab a drink or meal and find
like-minded folks with a story to tell, or problem to share or a
soapbox to stand on. If you’ve served in the Armed Forces, chances
are you’ll find a friend who gets you and what you’ve been through
at Club Reclamation, where everyone gets a second
chance.

Former SEAL Maximus Delgado is called to the
morgue to identify the body of a young boy who could be his four
year old son, Kevin. With Detective Vargas and Brock in attendance,
Max faces down his fears to do the unthinkable.

Mercy steps in and sends Max and his team on a
journey to find his son who’s reportedly ill with a highly
contagious disease. He must defend his name and honor against those
who oppose him. With his lady by his side, the clock is ticking and
Max is running out of options to defeat the Lies in the
Morgue.

<<<<<>>>>
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Chapter One

 


 


“Please, come this way,” Detective Vargas
said, his voice low and apologetic. From the moment Max received
the call an hour ago, his entire world had darkened to a numbing
shade of gray. Brock, his partner and closest friend, followed in
silence. Considering an hour ago he’d been across the state
verifying information, his presence spoke volumes.

A tall, slim male with oval-shaped glasses met
them at the door. “Mr. Delgado?”

Max nodded and stared into the owlish eyes of
the man in front of him rather than look a few feet beyond his
shoulder into the room.

“Franks, I run the place. Thanks for coming.”
He stepped aside and walked into the chilled area at a sedate pace.
“This one came in two days ago, DOA. Young, no identifying marks,
no local missing notices. After I entered it into the database, the
Detective called me and mentioned you were searching for your son.”
He stood next to a small draped body on a steel table and looked at
Max.

Unable to lift his eyes from the miniature
form, Max’s vision wavered as the magnitude of the situation
slammed into him. Two hours ago, he had been on his way to have
dinner with his lady when Detective Vargas called. The idea that
his son, his only child, could lie dead in a morgue hundreds of
miles from home never crystallized until now. Until hearing the
words, and seeing the small lump on the table.

“Mr. Delgado?”

“Give him a minute,” Brock snapped.

Max sensed his partner moved closer, but
neither spoke. Words could never express the horror trapped inside
his heart and mind that his five-year-old boy no longer existed in
this world. Or the guilt that gnawed on him every day for leaving
Kevin with the babysitter for that last job. Now this? A call in
the evening to identify a young boy who lost his life before he had
a chance to live?

His chest tightened at the slim chance it was
Kevin. Although he commanded his feet to move forward, they
refused. Max closed his eyes, tipped his head back, and breathed
through the fear, the dread, and the guilt. Time stood still while
he prepared himself as best he could to deal with the unthinkable.
Seconds ticked away in his mind. Exhaling, he realized there was no
way to prepare. He refocused on the cloth-draped body and moved
toward the table.

Franks bent forward and lifted the fabric. Max
stared at the hands holding the material, noticed a small scar next
to the thumb, and then allowed his gaze to travel further. The
first thing he saw was the dark curly hair. His gut clenched, and
he snapped his eyes shut. No… he howled within the silence
of his mind, remembering days when he teased and threatened to cut
the curls from his son’s head. Those cheerful memories rose to
haunt and torment him. He turned aside, prepared to
leave.

“Mr. Delgado, can you identify him?” Franks
asked with the calm of a man who had seen too much to become
emotional over the death of a little boy.

Inexplicably, the question and the attitude
energized Max. He turned his hard gaze on the hapless man, prepared
to rip him a new one when he saw the uncovered face of the
child.

His mouth opened, closed, and then opened
again. Even though it had been nine months since he’d held his son
close or kissed his cheeks, Max knew the young child was not his.
Waves of profound relief poured off him to the point he stumbled.
And while he pitied the parents of this young child, he rejoiced in
the hope that his son was alive and healthy, waiting to be
found.

Max cleared his throat and blinked a few
times, clearing his vision. “No, I can’t. That’s not
Kevin.”

“Thank the Lord,” Brock said with
feeling.

Detective Vargas released a long
breath.

Franks sighed and recovered the boy. “Okay,
thanks for coming. Hopefully someone will notice this little one’s
missing soon. Don’t seem right that there’s no missing persons
report filed.” He shook his head.

Relieved and mighty grateful, Max stood a few
moments watching Franks put the child away.

“My girlfriend works for Social Services and
she complains all the time of cases where parents don’t take proper
care of their kids. It really bothers her when the kids are young,
like him.”

Max nodded, realized Franks would continue his
rant, and glanced at Brock, who listened closely.

“There’s this case she’s got now, pissed her
off. She got a call from the hospital about a kid, same age as this
one.” He tipped his head toward the dead little boy. “His
grand-mom, although the woman claimed to be his mother, brought him
in because of a fever. Turns out the boy had an advanced case of
strep throat. Doctor couldn’t get the temperature down and wanted
to run more tests. The woman refused, started unhooking the boy,
causing him more pain. The doctor felt the child’s life was at risk
and called security, and then social services. By the time my
girlfriend arrived, the woman had taken the child and left.
Security wasn’t worth shit. Upset, the doctor chewed my lady’s ear
with his concerns. He kept saying something wasn’t right, and
telling her how sick the boy was.”

Max went cold. His chest refused to expand, he
couldn’t breathe. Franks was talking about Kevin and Helen. Even
without a description of the boy or the woman, he still knew it in
his gut.

“What hospital was this?” Detective Vargas
asked.

“Baptist, it's just a few miles from here in
the next county. Why?”

“How long ago did this happen?” Brock
asked.

“I’m not sure. Want me to call her and ask?
She was so upset she was still talking about it
yesterday.”

“Can you call her, please?” the detective
asked.

Max heard the conversation flow around him
like waves of information on a distant shore, but he couldn’t
connect. Not after the trip to the morgue. He didn’t consider
himself an emotional person. In fact, all the women he’d dated
claimed he was deficient in this area. But the last two hours had
proved them all wrong.

“Max?” Brock called out and tapped him on the
shoulder.

Inch by difficult inch, he turned to break
free from the steadfast grip of shock he suspected shrouded him.
Brock snapped his fingers in front of him. In Max’s mind, he chewed
his buddy a new hole for his behavior, while in reality, he
couldn’t speak. First, his son might be dead. Next his son is sick
and possibly dying. All the while, he stood on the fucking
sidelines of life unable to rescue the one person he would give his
life to find.

“Max… come on Chief. We got this. Don’t give
up now. We’re here and we’ll find him in time for his birthday.
Remember, you promised Kevin his birthday. I need you to snap out
of this man.” Brock’s palms rested on his shoulders.

“Man… I don’t know.” His throat tightened as
he forced the words through.

“You do know. Kevin is counting on you.
He’s waiting for you to bring him home. Skinny and Jace are out
there searching everywhere. It’s just a matter of time, but I need
you with me.”

Max closed his eyes, and the images returned
of Kevin at home, laughing, running, playing, yelling for Max to
find him in their game of hide and seek. Then the images changed.
Kevin’s laughter turned to screams, asking Max where was he, and
when was he coming to get him and worse, Kevin asking what he had
done wrong and then promising to be a good boy. A tornado of voices
and images released in the confines of Max’s mind, he buckled.
Brock caught him and led him to a chair.

“Get him some water,” Brock snapped, the tail
of his coat brushed against the back of Max’s bowed
head.

Colors swirled in and out as Kevin laughed and
Helen sneered at his inability to find her. Nine months ago she had
babysat for Max, and then stolen Kevin before Max returned from
overseas. The older woman resembled everyone’s grandmother and
shouldn’t have been able to outwit him and his former SEAL team
mates, but she had. Now his son’s life was at risk because of
Helen’s fear to allow him to stay in the hospital.

“Drink this.” Brock shoved the open bottle
into Max’s hand.

“Thanks,” he whispered, and drank the cold
water. The chill from the liquid cleared and centered his thoughts.
Now wasn’t the time to fall apart. Brock was right, Kevin needed
him. He looked at Vargas, who appeared worried.

“Thanks.” Max said turning toward Franks, who
was on the phone writing something on a piece of paper. “Did he get
the information we need?” he asked.

Brock answered. “Yeah, shouldn’t take us over
thirty minutes to get to the hospital. The detective thinks we may
need legal representation to see the records or for the doctor to
talk to you.”

Max nodded. “I’ll call Nick Burges, let him
know what’s going on. He’s good.” Max and Nick had become friends
when he handled Tamara’s, Max’s girlfriend, murder
arrest.

Brock looked at him a long moment, must’ve
been satisfied by what he saw because he nodded. “Okay.”

Franks disconnected, shoved the phone into his
lab coat pocket, and continued looking at the paper in his hand.
After a few seconds, he held it out toward Detective Vargas.
“Here’s the information. She couldn’t say a lot but these are the
main players. The doctor, nurse, security, and the floor
nurse.”

Vargas looked at it briefly and then handed it
to Max. “Thanks, I appreciate your help,” Detective Vargas said as
he headed toward the door.

Max shared the paper with Brock, and followed
Vargas as he talked to Franks. When they reached the door, Max
handed Franks a card.

Franks read it and then looked at Max. “Club
Reclamation? What’s that?”

“A club near Interstate 95. Show that card to
the waitress, and she’ll give you and your lady a free round of
drinks and a free meal.”

Franks eyes widened. “Thanks man, I appreciate
this.” He looked at the card, and then at Max and then the two
other men flanking him. “Thanks.”

Max nodded. “Thank you for all of your help. I
appreciate it, drop by the club sometimes, nice easy-going
folks.”

Vargas chuckled and walked out the door,
followed by a smiling Brock and Max.

“Easy-going, that’s great. What kind of club
is it?” Franks asked from the doorway.

“A place where vets from all branches of
service can put their weapons on the table and have a good time,”
Max said over his shoulder.

“Wha-a-a-t?” Franks stuttered.

“It’s all good, we’ve served our country and
are harmless,” Max said and walked out the building.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

“I’m glad that wasn’t your son, but I felt I
had to let you check it out just in case,” Detective Vargas said
when they reached the parking lot.

“Glad that wasn’t my boy, too. Thanks for
looking into that and contacting me. Despite how much the idea
hurt, I’d rather know the truth, so continue monitoring the wire
for anything that might be Kevin. I appreciate it.” Max shook hands
with the detective who'd once accused Max of murder and then
arrested Tamara instead. Things were rocky in the beginning, but
leveled out when Max and the detective worked together to rescue
Tamara.

Vargas got into his car and then left the
parking lot. Max, in his Land Rover, and Brock, in his F250 truck,
followed shortly after, all headed west toward the
hospital.

Max tapped the phone icon on the steering
wheel.

“Hi, everything okay?” Tamara
asked.

“Yeah, a little touchy for a moment, but in
the end things worked out.” Max hoped she wasn’t angry that he'd
refused her offer to come along, but he wasn’t ready to share that
level of pain with her.

“That’s good.”

He waited to hear about her day, or talk about
what she’d done after he’d canceled their dinner plans. She said
nothing. He imagined her sitting with the phone to her ear, her
hair pulled back in a full bun highlighting her angular shaped face
and full lips with her long legs crossed.

“I’m heading to Baptist Hospital to check on a
few things, want me to call when I’m done and on my way?” Since
they’d been dating, except for a few nights when he was out of town
or too tired from tracking down leads on his son, they spent every
night together.

“I’m going to Gayle’s and will be there for a
while. Plus, I’ve got a few showings and appointments tomorrow, so
it’ll be late when I’m done.”

“When did you decide to go to Gayle’s? After I
canceled dinner?” The question was petty since he had canceled on
her, but in his mind he had a good reason.

“Yeah, we met for dinner and decided to hang
out a little longer.”

“Are you spending the night with
her?”

“No, but it’ll be late when I get home, plus I
have a busy day tomorrow.”

Max knew he should let it go. There was no way
to win this, but he couldn’t stop himself. “Are you mad at me for
not taking you with me?”

There was a pause. “No. I’m not
mad.”

He waited for her to explain and when she
didn’t, he ground his teeth in frustration. After the emotional
roller-coaster he’d been on in the last few hours, and not knowing
what he would learn at the hospital, he should hang up and deal
with Tamara at another time. He knew that.

“Then why do I feel as if I’m being
punished?”

“Punished? Because I’m going to hang out with
my friend?” The way she phrased the question made his comment seem
ridiculous. Perhaps he was wrong, maybe there was nothing more to
it than she claimed.

“I’ll come over to your place tonight when I
leave here. Since you said you’d be home late, it shouldn’t matter.
I’ll wait for you or you can wait for me.”

“Max…”

“I need to be with you tonight.” He hadn’t
meant to sound so damn needy or like he was begging. He wasn’t. But
he’d need her to hold him after the morgue and the hospital. There
was only so much he wanted to go through alone.

“Okay, I’ll see you later tonight. Be
careful.”

Max released a breath, pleased she hadn’t
fought him on this. His lady was no pushover, and he needed to be
mindful of that and pick his battles with care. But tonight was one
of those nights he needed to rest in her arms while she stroked his
head, and he wasn’t ashamed to admit it.

“Thanks, baby. I’ll see you later.” He
disconnected. The GPS told him to turn into the well-lit parking
lot of the hospital. The building wasn’t that large, although it
was a good size for a rural county. He grabbed the leather satchel
holding files and documentation on Kevin and the kidnapping
case.

Brock parked next to him, and together they
headed to the entrance. Once inside, they walked toward the
information desk.

Max looked at the young woman at the desk and
spoke. “I’d like to talk to Dr. Mason, please.”

“Your name?

“Max Delgado.”

“Dr. Mason? One minute.” She punched in a few
numbers and spoke into the phone while looking at them from the
corner of her eye. When she hung up, she smiled at him. “Dr. Mason
will be here in a few minutes, he’s busy with a patient at the
moment.”

Max nodded and headed toward the sitting area
with Brock. “Did you call Nick?” Brock asked, reminding Max to
contact the man on his way to the hospital.

“No. I’ll do that now.” Max pulled out his
cell and punched in Nick’s private number. After two rings, he
picked up the call.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m at a hospital near the South Carolina
border. I believe Helen brought Kevin here. The real problem is my
son was really sick, and the doctor wanted him admitted, but that
bitch refused. Then the doctor called security and Social Services,
but she left with him before anyone could stop her.”

“Whoa, that’s bullshit. Have you talked to the
doctor, or the hospital administrators? There should be security
cams you can view and get a positive ID. How was she able to take
him for services without being his parent?”

“Good question, I don’t know how that
happened, and we’re waiting for the doctor now.”

“You and Tamara?”

“No. Brock’s here, we just left the morgue. A
call came in, young kid, they wanted me to… look at
him.”

“Holy shit. Are you okay?” The concern in
Nick’s voice touched Max to the point he closed his eyes for a
second to pull it together.

“I’m better now, it was kinda touch and go for
a minute. The morgue attendant is the one who told us about the
hospital situation. Legally, what will I need to get
information?”

“Well, you have his birth certificate, and a
picture of him. That should be enough to get you started, if more
is necessary, I’ll get it. She’s in violation of a warrant for
questioning, so that will help.”

Nick’s reassurances eased his mind. The last
thing he wanted today was bureaucratic bullshit preventing him from
getting information. “Okay, looks like the doctor is headed this
way, I’ll let you know what’s going on.” Max disconnected, and then
turned to meet the young man headed his way.

“I’m Dr. Mason, can I help you?” The younger
man’s brow furrowed as he stared at Max in that
you-look-kinda-familiar way.

“Yes. I’m Max Delgado, this is Brock Sterling.
Earlier this week you wanted to admit this young man.” Max gave him
a picture of Kevin.

Mason’s frown became more pronounced as he
stared at the photo. “Yes, I examined him. But I cannot discuss his
case with you.” The doctor returned the photo, it was obvious in
the way his jaw clenched and he stiffened, seeing Kevin bothered
him.

“I’m his father. Contact the hospital
administrator. My son was stolen from me nine months ago by this
woman.” Max pulled Helen’s picture from his folder and gave it to
the man. After the briefest glance, the doctor strode to the
information desk and spoke to the woman, who looked at them and
then made a call.

The doctor remained at the desk until a woman
walking at a fast clip joined him at the desk. The two stepped
aside, bent their heads close, and talked for a few moments. Max
glanced at Brock, who leaned against a wall behind him with his
arms across his chest.

“Mr. Delgado,” the woman said, walking toward
him with her hand extended. Max took it and gave one obligatory
shake before releasing. “I’m Donna Wills, assistant to Mr. Harper,
the hospital administrator. He’s not here right now, can I help
you?” She handed him her business card.

Max glanced at the doctor, who stood next to
the short woman, and released a sigh. They had to be difficult
about this. He repeated what he told the doctor, and then asked to
see Kevin’s records.

“We don’t have any records other than the
emergency room chart,” Ms. Wills said hesitantly.

“What? Kevin was here, you worked on him,” Max
stated in a firm tone.

“Yes, but as an emergency case. Because of his
age and high temperature, the doctors went to work on him right
away.”

Max looked at the doctor who had said nothing.
“Thank you.”

The doctor brusquely replied, “You’re
welcome.”

“What happened? What was wrong with him?” Max
asked.

Ms. Wills stepped forward. “Before we get into
all of that, let’s go somewhere where we can talk. There are papers
to be filled out and we need verification you are the parent. You
understand?” She looked at him with a weak smile as if saying it
wasn’t her rule, but they still needed to follow them.

“Sure, which way?” Max would’ve been surprised
if she had told him anything without verifying his
information.

She pointed and walked off with the doctor.
Now and then, Mason would lean down and say something to Ms. Wills.
When they reached the bank of elevators, Max recalled what Nick
said about positive identification.

“After you’re satisfied with my paperwork,
we’d like to see the security footage from that day for a positive
visual check.” Max hadn’t seen Helen up-close in nine months, it
wouldn’t hurt to have a recent picture of the woman.

“Yes, that’s not a problem,” Wills said as the
elevator opened. They got off the elevator, then turned left and
walked through another set of doors. She stopped in front of a door
marked Administration and ushered them inside. The large suite of
offices surprised Max as he and Brock settled into comfortable
chairs in the conference room.

“Can I get you something to drink?” she
asked.

“Water will be fine,” Max said.

Brock waved his hand, but remained
silent.

“One moment, I’ll get that for you. I put a
call into Mr. Harper and he’s on his way. I also contacted our head
of security, he would be the one to get the footage for you. If
you’ll pull your identification together, I’ll make copies so we’ll
have all of that ready.”

Max nodded while opening his bag.
“Okay.”

Smiling, she left the room. Dr. Mason remained
in the outer office for a few moments and then left. Max glanced at
the card and then at Brock. “Thoughts?”

Brock moved around in his chair a bit, and
pulled out a small scanning device that looked like a flip phone.
He tapped a few keys, waited, and then closed it.

“They look scared. Something happened,
something that’ll cause them problems. I don’t know if it’s Helen
and whoever’s helping her, or if they didn't follow protocol. I’d
have Nick come now rather than later, he’ll see through the
bullshit that’s headed this way.”

Max thought about the way Dr. Mason and Wills
acted, they had seemed apprehensive. “Do you think the
administrator’s bringing in legal as well?”

“I’d be surprised if they didn’t, I smelled a
ton of fear.”

Glad for Brock’s observation, Max called Nick
and updated him. When he hung up, he looked at Brock. “Nick can’t
make it tonight, and he has meetings in the morning. The soonest he
can come is tomorrow evening. He suggests I present the paperwork,
get a copy of any files and the footage. If they refuse to work
with me, then he’ll bring the guns and force their
hand.”

“Makes sense. This is a small county, might
not be bad once they hear everything you been through, they should
be willing to help.”

Max hoped Nick and Brock was right. Kevin was
sick somewhere and needed help. Max didn’t want to spend a lot of
time cutting through red tape to get information that’d help find
Kevin.

Ms. Wills returned with a bottle of cold water
and placed it on the desk in front of Max. “There you are, Sir. I
can make those copies now. Mr. Harper is a few minutes away and so
is Chester, our security chief.”

Max handed her a stack of papers. Her eyes
widened as she accepted them. “You are prepared.”

“My son’s been missing for nine months. Every
day, my team and I are out searching for him. So yeah, I’m always
prepared.”

Her face reddened, and she took a step back.
“I’m sorry… I didn’t mean to make light of your situation. It’s…
I’ll make copies and be right back.” She fled the room.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


Tamara hung up the phone with Max wondering if
they’d moved too fast with the relationship thing. He shut her out
of so many areas of his life while she wanted him in every part of
hers. She constantly changed her schedule to accommodate him and
then things fell apart.

Tonight was the fifth time he'd canceled their
date because he had something else to do. Frustrated, she exhaled.
Until he found his son, she wouldn’t make any more date plans
because this wasn’t working for her.

“That was Max?” Gayle asked, sitting across
from her at the table.

“Yeah. He’s going to some hospital to check
something and will be by later.” She tried to keep disappointment
from her voice, but the look on Gayle’s face said she
failed.

“Tamara… why don’t you talk to him? Tell him
how you feel?”

“No. He doesn’t need me whining and
complaining that I hardly see him except late at night. It’s not
like he’s hanging with the boys, he’s looking for Kevin. If that
was my son, I’d want him to spend his time doing what he’s doing.
So… no, I’m not going to complain.”

“But you’re not happy, this isn’t working for
you. Maybe the timing was wrong for you guys to start a
relationship. What if you took a break…?”

Tamara met Gayle’s gaze and shook her head.
“And do what? Date another guy? There’s no one else. Hang around
the house moping? Alone? What good would taking a break do? I’m
really into this guy, probably more than he’s into me.” She paused
as her unspoken thoughts broke free. “That’s the part that irks me.
I swore after Eugene and I divorced, after he took everything from
me and I had to start from fucking scratch… I swore I’d never care
more for someone than they cared for me.”

“And then you met Max.”

Tamara chuckled at Gayle’s dry tone. “Yeah… I
met Max Delgado and fell hard and fast.”

Neither spoke. Gayle took a sip of her
Margarita, while Tamara stirred her rum and coke. They’d been at
Reclamation for forty minutes. Charlene, the head cook, had come
out to say hi and tell them what she’d be fixing for them to eat.
First she’d sent an appetizer platter filled with wings, skins,
spring rolls, and veggies. They’d munched and finished those before
Max called. Crystal, the bartender and assistant manager, had taken
their drink orders and kept them coming.

There were few leftovers on the plate of baked
salmon with cream sauce, wild rice, veggies, and small loaves of
baked bread. Tamara was stuffed.

“You love him.”

Tamara eyed Gayle and snorted. “I don’t. We
haven’t been together long enough for a declaration of love, but I
do love what he does to my body.”

“Stop right there, that’s too much
information. Plus, my old man’s outta town and I don’t need to hear
what you been doing with your stud.”

Tamara laughed. “He is a stud. Damn good stud.
Why do you think I can’t just walk away? I’ve never had it this
good.”

Gayle smiled and leaned forward.
“Really?”

Tamara looked over Gayle’s shoulder at the two
women heading toward her. One was tall, slender, and looked
familiar. The other was shorter, older, but it was obvious they
were related. They stopped at the table and offered a
smile.

“Hello, I’m Terri Willis, and this is my mom,
Beth Jacobs. Crystal said you’re Tamara Gibbs, the owner of Good
Places?”

Tamara nodded and then extended her hand.
“Yes, it’s nice to meet you. This is,” she gestured across the
table, “my assistant, Gayle.”

Terri nodded to Gayle and then turned to
Tamara. “Can we speak to you for a moment?”

Tipsy, Tamara didn’t want to walk anywhere,
she’d had too much to drink. Looking around, she pointed at the
next table. “Sure, pull up a chair.”After they were all seated,
Terri glanced at Gayle, and then refocused on Tamara. “My sister
Carin worked for you. We’re here to close out her estate, ship her
boxes, and deal with her house.”

Tamara tensed at the mention of Carin’s name,
and rightfully so. Because of Carin’s deceit, Tamara had been
arrested for the woman’s murder, and then kidnapped. Max and
Eugene, her ex-husband, had saved her from a crazy woman Carin had
double-crossed.

“Why are you talking to me?” Tamara refused to
act as if she and Carin had parted on good terms, she’d almost lost
her business because of that bitch.

Terri’s eyes narrowed. “Do you owe her any
money?”

Gayle choked on her drink, causing both women
to look at her.

“What?” Tamara asked, certain she hadn’t heard
correctly.

Terri looked uncertain and wet her
lips.

“She asked if you owed Carin any money,” Beth
blurted out. “But I doubt it, not after what she put you through.
Sorry 'bout that, by the way. The girl always was a selfish bitch,
thinking only of herself. No doubt she thought she could lie and
cheat her way through life.”

“Mom!” Terri said through clenched teeth.
“Enough, we agreed no negative talking.”

“I’m just pointing out the truth. They know
it’s true, just look at them,” Beth said, looking at Gayle, whose
expression clearly agreed with the woman.

“No. I don’t owe her anything. In fact, she
owes me. Are you handling her debts as well?”

Terri’s face reddened.

Beth grinned at her daughter as she leaned
back. “I told you to leave things alone. You don’t listen, never
did. Now you gotta pay more bills for her.”

Terri glared at her mom before turning toward
Tamara. “My sister owed you? For what?”

“She cashed a ten thousand dollar earnest
check that I had to replace.” Taking out that loan to close the
deal still irked Tamara. It didn’t matter that the commission had
repaid the loan and gave her a smaller profit margin; she should
never have been in that position in the first place.

Beth’s face fell. “I knew she did crooked
stuff, but that’s a lot of money. I don’t know how to repay that
without selling her house. Maybe you need to rethink moving up
here, Terri.”

Terri met Tamara’s gaze. “If you’ll give me
copies of your claim, I’ll add the debt to her estate.”

“You’ll talk to Max about it, you mean,” her
mom said.

“Max? Why do you need to talk to him about
this?” Gayle said, asking before Tamara could.

“He’s been handling everything, took care of
the funeral, packing Carin’s house, sending us tickets to come up,
and probably will pay for her to move into that house if she wants.
He’s been a good friend,” Beth said with an indulgent
smile.

Gayle looked at Tamara with a
did-you-know-about-that-shit look in her eyes.

Tamara hadn’t known these women existed, let
alone that Max had been their private banker for a
while.

Terri preened. “I’ll talk to him about moving
into Carin’s house, it’s paid for and I can find a job here.
There’s six months left on the lease on Carin’s car, so that would
help until I get on my feet. When Kevin comes home, he can play
with his cousin Mickey.” She looked at Gayle. “My daughter, she’s
six. Having family around will be good for him.”

Tamara hated the jealousy that rose fast and
hot at Terri’s remarks. Terri wanted Carin’s life without the
drama. Tamara wondered if she wanted Carin’s ex, as
well.

“Tamara, when he calls, you can let him know
Terri wants to talk to him,” Gayle said. Tamara recognized the
heated gleam in her assistant’s eyes, it was the same one she used
whenever Eugene had popped into her office. Gayle was
pissed.

“Why would Max call you? Is he buying another
house?” Terri asked, sounding confused.

“How was dinner?” Charlene asked, walking to
the table and reaching between Terri and Beth to pick up the
plates.

“It was great, you outdid yourself,” Tamara
said, smiling at the cross-dresser. Tonight, Charlie who preferred
Charlene, wore an auburn wig and green tinted contacts, reminding
her of Flo from Alice, an old sitcom.

“Nothing but the best for the boss’s lady and
her friend. You need anything else to drink or dessert?” Charlene
said with a cheeky grin. Tamara knew the remarks were deliberate
and for the benefit of Carin’s kin.

“No, we’re good.”

“If you want dessert, I’ve got peach cobbler
and ice cream. I set a bowl aside for Max along with his dinner
plate in a to-go box for you. Stop by before you leave and pick it
up, okay?” Charlene winked and left the table.

Gayle sipped her drink with a sly
smile.

Tamara picked up her glass, it was empty and
set it back on the table.

“You’re… you and Max are what?” Terri asked,
frowning. Even Beth looked at Tamara with a narrowed
gaze.

“Excuse me?” Gayle said. “Why’d you ask her
that question like that?”

Tamara glanced at Gayle and motioned for her
to take the hostility down a notch.

“I’m just… surprised. He never said, never
mentioned, he was seeing anyone. I assumed…” Terri looked puzzled,
as if the pieces weren’t fitting something in her mind.

“How long you and Max been a couple?” Beth
asked, all laughter gone.

“Ask Max,” Tamara said, peeved he hadn’t told
them anything about them. He hadn’t mentioned them to her either.
Which was becoming a new theme song in their relationship, and she
didn’t care for the lyrics.

Beth looked surprised and then smiled. “So
it’s a new thing, I just wondered when he’d have time for a woman
with all the searching he’s doing for my grandson.”

Tamara heard the smug undertone and the
reminder of a family connection. Things between her and Max hadn’t
been all that great lately, and meeting these two didn’t help.
“Finding Kevin is his main priority as it should be. I hope he
finds him before next month.”

Beth frowned.

Terri looked at her as if she were some exotic
species. “Why next month?”

This time Tamara and Gayle frowned. “Kevin’s
birthday.”

The expressions on Beth and Terri’s faces
cleared. Terri’s cheeks pinked. “That’s right, what day is
it?”

“Ask Max,” Gayle said before Tamara could
answer. She looked at Gayle and smiled.

“Is it serious between you and Max?” Beth
asked, and then held up her hand when Gayle opened her mouth. “I’m
asking because Max helps us financially from time to time. He
doesn’t owe us anything, we know that. Carin was… well, she wasn’t
a nice person and treated him like shit.”

“Mom!”

“Hush, it’s true and you know it. But he’s
always been nice to us.” She pointed to Terri and then back at
herself. “He didn’t tell you about that, so I told you. Max is a
good guy who deserves to be happy. His childhood was hard, his mom
died while he was deployed, his brother died in prison, and he
doesn’t have a lot of family. I kind of adopted him the first time
Carin brought him home. As good as he’s been to me; I feel I have
to ask if you’re serious about him.”

Touched by Beth’s sincerity, Tamara nodded.
“Yes. Yes, I am.”

Beth nodded. “Good. His people like you, they
never liked Carin, and don’t care much for me and Terri. That’s
okay, I’m just passing through. Not sure about her.” She pointed to
her daughter.

“I’m still trying to decide what to do with
the house Carin left me. Back home, I’m renting, and this house is
paid for. But if she has a lot of outstanding debts, I may need to
sell it to pay off her estate. I just need to wait and see,” Terri
said.

Tamara was surprised Carin had the foresight
to make a will and wondered if she left anything for Kevin. “If it
makes it easier for you, I’m not going to sue her estate.
Originally she stole twenty-two thousand, but returned twelve. I
closed the loan on the other, so we’re even.”

“Twenty-two thousand!” Beth said, sitting
forward. “I… what was she doing with all that money?”

Tamara wouldn’t be the one to tell Carin’s
family that she was a high dollar call-girl who got caught up in
some type of scam. Three Federal agencies had been working together
and closed in on her.

Standing, Tamara glanced meaningfully at
Gayle, who frowned, then pushed away from the table and stood. “I
don’t know. It was nice meeting you, Terri, Beth. Time is moving
and I have meetings tomorrow.”

“And Max tonight,” Beth said, grinning. It was
hard not to smile with the woman, she lacked decorum and was
refreshingly brash.

“Yes, and that too.” Tamara smiled when Beth
winked.

Terri frowned and then stood. “It was nice
meeting you, and thanks for not suing the estate. I appreciate
it.”

Tamara and Gayle grabbed their purses and both
threw a ten on the table.

Beth’s gaze widened. “Hell, maybe I should
move up here and wait tables, that’s a lot more than I ever make
back home.”

“The chef came to the table and gave us
personalized service, that’s priceless,” Tamara said, heading
toward the kitchen to pick up Max’s food.

 


 



Chapter Four

 


 


Max sat in the conference room thirty minutes
longer than Ms. Wills promised he would need to wait. No one should
have been surprised by his gruff disposition by the time three men
entered the conference room wearing forced smiles. Brock had hit
the situation on the head, they were afraid of
something.

“While the three of you have been
conferencing, you’ve kept us waiting a long time for information on
my son. Either you produce all the documents on the diagnosis,
tests, and care for my son, as well as the security footage for the
time he was here at the hospital, now, or I’m leaving and my
attorney will file a negligent lawsuit charge tomorrow.” Max sat
with his fingers laced together across his stomach while delivering
his greeting.

The shortest male of the three stepped
forward, extending his hand. “I’m Craig Harper, hospital
administrator. Verifying your information caused the delay. I want
to assure you we intend to work with you as best we
can.”

Max didn’t bother responding to the delay
tactic, he looked at his watch. “You have ten minutes to give me
what I asked for or we are leaving. If you have no intentions of
bringing me the information, let me know now and we’ll leave.” He
met Harper's’ shocked gaze.

An older, taller man stepped forward, pulled
up a chair, and sat across from Max. “Former Staff Sergeant Alton
Vernice, Security Chief. We don’t have footage from that day. Due
to cutbacks, our surveillance system is a joke. Most of the cameras
are dummies.”

Angry, Max sat forward. “No footage, in this
day and age?” Vernice shrugged. “No. This is a small hospital, and
it was all I could do to get the dummies purchased and installed.”
He looked at Brock and then at Max. “I’ll take your second to look
at our security set-up so you’ll know it’s the truth.”

Brock stood without Max saying anything.
Security was his specialty, if anyone had tampered with the
equipment or removed portions of the feed, Brock would know it, and
would call the hospital on it.

Vernice stood, and the two of them left. Max
glanced at his watch and then looked at Harper. Neither spoke, Max
had said all he intended. Either Harper handed over the files, or
Max walked and let Nick handle things. He grinned thinking of Nick;
the man was a tiger for justice. When Tamara told the man what was
happening to Max and Kevin, Nick asked to see his files, re-sent
notices to every law enforcement agency in the state regarding the
kidnapping, and then tried to get Helen placed on the most wanted
list.

“Mr. Delgado, this is Doug Jefferson, legal
counsel for the hospital. He has gone over your papers and has a
few questions.” Harper sat across from Max, and then Jefferson
approached the table.

Max glanced at his watch, they had six
minutes.

“You are a former Navy SEAL, correct?”
Jefferson asked.

“Yes.”

“This woman babysat for you when you were out
of town, did you ever give her power of attorney for
emergencies?”

“No. Never! If my son was sick, he would be
taken to the nearby army hospital on post. I left everything in
order for him at that location.”

Jefferson pursed his lips. “So she had no
legal right to bring him to this hospital?”

“She had no legal right to have him, period,”
Max snapped, the delay strained his patience. He glanced at his
watch again.

“We are aware of that now, but no sick person
can be turned away from an emergency room. So when he came in, the
doctors on staff did what they are trained to do.”

Max waved down the legalese. “Bring me the
files, all of them, or this conversation is over.” He glanced at
Harper, who looked at Jefferson.

“Okay,” Harper said as he rose and left the
room.

“We aren’t trying to stonewall you, Mr.
Delgado. My clients want to make sure they’re not unjustly maligned
behind this incident.”

Max tapped the table with his fingertips
rather than say something that would be interpreted as ungrateful.
This man did not understand all he’d been through in the past few
hours, and deliberately delaying giving him the information didn’t
help.

Harper returned and placed a file folder in
front of Max. He stared at the name on the jacket, Kevin Moore.
Brock mentioned she had changed her name to Helena Moore. Seeing
the name pissed him off. He opened the folder and read each page.
“Get Mason in here, please.”

The administrator nodded. “He’s off, but I
asked him to wait around to answer questions. One second.” Harper
pulled out his phone and placed a call. When he disconnected, he
looked at Max. “He’s on his way.”

“Thank you.” Max continued staring at one
particular page. The doctor had written notes regarding Kevin’s
case that made little sense. The door opened and Brock walked in
alone. Their gazes met and Max understood Vernice had been honest.
That sucked, he’d hoped to see his son and Helen on
video.

A few moments later, Dr. Mason entered the
room and stood near the table. Max held the page out to him while
pushing the folder to Brock so he could read through it.

“Could you explain this to me please?” Max
asked.

Mason read the sheet. “Kevin came in with a
sustained high temperature over a hundred and six, I needed to
bring that down before doing anything else. I administered common
fever reducers, but only succeeded in bringing his temperature down
a few degrees.” He pointed to the file. “You can see how it was
tracked on his chart.”

Brock handed Max the pages, and he noted the
temperatures. “Why wouldn’t the temperature go down?” Max looked at
the doctor.

“I suspected there was something else going on
with him other than the strep. I asked his… the woman who brought
him in, some questions about his background, to understand his
family history, and she became combative.”

Max could imagine. “She doesn’t know anything.
You have my health records and I can send a copy of his mother’s
health records in the unlikely case Helen returns with Kevin for
treatment. His good health trumps everything.” Max paused. “Are we
clear?”

“Yes, yes of course,” Harper said.

“That’s been my position all along,” Dr. Mason
said without looking at Harper or the attorney.

Max liked the doctor’s candor and leaned
forward to talk with him. “What do you think is wrong with my
son?”

Dr. Mason continued looking at his notes.
“Because of the rash on his skin, the fever, the pain in his legs,
his hands were cold, and he was lethargic, I wanted to test him for
meningitis.”

Max sat back in his chair and clenched his
fists on his thighs. “Meningitis? That’s… that’s serious.” His
heart raced at the news.

“Yes, and it requires aggressive treatment. As
you can see on his chart, I administered an IV of antibiotics
while he was here, but he didn’t receive enough.
He needs to be tested to determine if he has meningitis or
something else. If it is meningitis, then test to determine whether
it's bacterial or viral. It’s important to know which so proper
treatment is administered. Bacterial is more aggressive than viral.
When I explained this to the woman, she panicked and unhooked Kevin
from the machines, causing him more stress. As a doctor, my primary
concern is my patient and Kevin was a very sick little
boy.”

“Could he die? Without proper
treatment, I mean?” Max asked through a tight throat.

The doctor pinched the
bridge of his nose with his fingertips and then looked at Max.
“Yes, if it’s bacterial meningitis. It can
rapidly progress within hours and end in death despite the most
advanced medical care. If he survives a severe case of bacterial
meningitis, he could have long-term disabilities involving his
eyesight, hearing, seizures are a possibility, paralysis, and
decreased mental function could also happen. Bacterial meningitis
is nothing to play with, that’s why I called Social Services. I
felt his life might be endangered without proper diagnosis and
treatment.”

Max swallowed hard. “All of this because she
stole my kid… I… I’m so fucking speechless right now.”

Brock rested his hand on his shoulder for a
few seconds and then removed it.

“What about the other? You said there were two
types,” Max asked after a few moments.

The doctor nodded. “If it’s
viral, he would take acetaminophen, drink
a lot of fluids to stay hydrated, and it
would clear up in a couple weeks or less. Viral is not
life-threatening.”

“Let’s hope he doesn’t have meningitis at all,
and if he does, I’m praying it’s viral and not bacterial,” Harper
said.

Max silently agreed.

“Is he contagious?” Brock asked.

“Meningitis
is contagious. As I
stated before, I did not have a chance to finish examining Kevin,
so I don’t know if he has meningitis, but he had several symptoms
of meningitis,” the doctor stressed. “I gave him some antibiotics
to bring his temperature down. But not as much as he
needed.”

“If Kevin is contagious,” Max turned to Brock,
“then Helen is sick. Have Detective Vargas send another round of
notices to police departments and hospitals. Eventually she’ll need
to get treatment.”

Brock nodded. “It’s a place to start.” He
picked up his phone and left the room.

“Social Services can help you with that,” Dr.
Mason said.

“How?” Max asked, ignoring the frown on
Harper’s face.

“We don’t need to involve –”
Harper started saying.

“How?” Max asked again in a harder
voice.

“I called it in and then explained
I was concerned for Kevin’s well-being. The case worker…” He paused
and closed his eyes. “Valerie Binder, I believe her name was, she
was livid and threatened to contact some state agency. It’ll be
another hand in the fire against this woman when she
surfaces.”

“Thanks, I’ll have a talk with her
tomorrow. Thanks for the care you gave my son while he was here and
caring enough to call it in. If you hadn’t done that, I wouldn’t
know my boy was sick.” Max extended his hand to the doctor, who
shook it once and released.

Brock stepped into the room and nodded. Max
released a breath. He had a lot to think about. How far would Helen
go to keep Kevin? Would she take him to the doctor or hospital for
proper care, or would her fear of being caught stop her?

Max stood and stuffed all the files in his
satchel. “Thanks for your help in this matter.” He gave each man
his card. “If you think of something else or come across any more
information that’ll help me find my son, please call. I have a
reward set up as well.”

The doctor nodded and placed the
card in his pocket. “Will do, and I wish you the best in finding
him, he was a precocious fella even though he was sick.”

Max picked up his bag and walked toward Dr.
Mason. “How so? Did he say something?” Max asked, greedy for any
nugget of information.

The doctor turned, and they walked out the
room together. “Yes, I told him I gave him medicine or something
along those lines, and he told me he couldn’t talk to
strangers.”

Max smiled and headed to the elevator with the
doctor, determined to hear everything that happened during that
examination from beginning to finish.

 


 



Chapter Five

 


 


The entire ride to Tamara’s home,
Max thought of the small child in the morgue, Kevin with
meningitis, Helen running, and the shadowy person helping her.
Whoever helped her had done a great job staying off everybody’s
radar. Each time Skinny or one of the guys got close, Helen
moved.

By the time Max pulled into the driveway,
mentally he was tapped. The events of the past few hours left him
drained. All he wanted was to lay close to Tamara, inhale her sweet
scent, and not think.

Before stepping onto the porch, the door
opened. They needed to talk about exchanging keys soon, it would be
more convenient, plus the idea of waking her from a deep sleep made
his dick hard. After locking the door, he reached for her. Tamara
filled his arms without resistance and laid her head on his
shoulder. They fit perfectly. For a few seconds they remained in
that position, giving and receiving comfort.

“You smell so damn good,” he murmured against
strands of hair as his fingertips twirled the shoulder length
curls.

Tamara rubbed her cheek against his chest.
“Hungry? Charlene sent a plate.”

Max hadn’t thought about food and suddenly was
starved. “Yeah, I can eat something.” He didn’t bother telling her
he’d forgotten to eat. Instead, he wrapped an arm around her waist
and walked toward the kitchen. “You went to Reclamation?” He
noticed the bag on the table.

“Yeah, Gayle and I had dinner there.” She
moved from his arms, grabbed a plate, and transferred the food from
the container in silence. With the night he had, her silence should
be welcome. If it were the right quality of silence, that is.
Something was off, the stiffness in her shoulders, and the
mechanical way she fixed his plate spoke volumes.

Inwardly Max battled with his conscience,
should he ask what was wrong? Or ignore the symptoms that something
bothered her? He wasn’t a mind-reader, she could tell him whatever
was on her mind. But he’d canceled dinner tonight, in fact, he’d
canceled quite a few times in the past weeks. No wonder she was
moody, he needed to step up his game.

Quiet, Max sat at the table and waited for
some type of clue she wanted to talk. As much as he didn’t want to,
he realized that’s what was required.

Tamara took the plate from the microwave and
set it in front of him. God bless Charlie, meatloaf and potatoes
was one of his favorite meals.

“Thank you,” he said, just before digging in.
Tamara placed a large glass of sweet tea and a small loaf of warmed
bread next to his plate. He hoped she would sit and tell him about
her day as she normally did.

She sat, but didn’t talk.

“How was your day?” he asked to get her
talking.

“It was okay, not a lot going on.
You?”

This wasn’t working the way he thought, but he
didn’t want to talk relationships, not theirs, not tonight. Tonight
he wanted uncomplicated support.

“I worked the club this morning.”
He took another bite without meeting her gaze.

“Yeah, you mentioned that earlier. Everything
went okay, right?”

He nodded and chastised himself for forgetting
an earlier conversation when he'd invited her to dinner tonight. If
he kept this up, she might not let him stay. “Yeah, everything’s
cool.”

“Everything? Nothing new going on? New people?
Anything like that?”

Max met her gaze and read nothing. Either she
was getting better at hiding her feelings, or he was too tired to
see what she hid. “No. I told you I had to go check a few things
out with Jace. I got a call from Detective Vargas.” That lit a fire
in her eyes.

“What did he want?”

Max finished the food on his plate and then
gulped down his tea. “Thank you, baby, that hit the
spot.”

“She sent peach cobbler too. You want
some?”

“Peach cobbler? No, that’s not what I want.”
He held her gaze, telling her with his eyes how much he wanted
her.

She pushed away from the table and stood.
“I’ll put it up then. If you want to take a shower, I’ll meet you
in a few.”

Even though she’d made that offer every time
he came over, this time the words sounded different. Plus, she
didn’t say anything about the I-want-you stare he gave her. She
always made a comment about that.

“Okay.” He stood and left for the shower to
think and decide the direction to take. Sometimes she joined him.
After five minutes, he realized she wasn’t coming, and he was too
drained to deal with her hurt feelings. Tomorrow morning they’d
talk, maybe, if she pushed. But tonight he needed to rest. With a
plan of action, he got out of the shower, dried off, and headed for
the bedroom. The room was dark, and she was beneath the
covers.

He slid in bed next to her, pulled her close
and waited. When she didn’t say anything, he rubbed her back,
inhaled and allowed her scent to fill him. Second by second, he
relaxed and pulled her closer, nibbling on her jaw and neck. He
felt her smile, heard the soft gasp as he placed kisses on her
cheek, lips, and then he took her mouth. Soft and sweet, she
yielded, allowing him to take what he wanted, no, needed. He pushed
her boy shorts down, and squeezed her ass.

“Mmmm,” she moaned, and rubbed against
him.

“You like that? Huh? You like that, baby?” Max
moved closer and took control, rubbing her mound against his
thickness.

Instead of speaking, she
tightened her arms around his neck, and rolled against him. He
tweaked her nipple and slapped her butt-cheek. The sound muffled
beneath the covers, but she jumped. His hand slid between her
thighs and he groaned. She was so hot and wet, he easily
slipped one finger inside her. Her walls pulsed
around his digit, welcoming him in.

“I love how wet and tight
you are for me.” Max curled his finger and pulled out, pressing
against her wall. Her gasp of pleasure filled him with masculine
pride. He did this to her. He re-inserted two fingers, stroking and
mimicking what his cock would do next. She groaned, widened her
legs, and rolled against him, her walls pulsed around his fingers.
The aroma of her arousal hit him hard, his head spun with
desire. After sending a silent prayer of
thanksgiving, he rolled over and rammed his whole length
into her. He stilled as the sense of homecoming
enveloped him, her walls pulled him in further.

“Nobody feels this damn
good, I’ve waited all day to come home to you, to this, thank you,
Tam,” he whispered, and started moving. Her legs surrounded and
locked him in as he started their dance. In and out he thrust,
deeper and deeper, feeling her acceptance as he rocked into her.
His mind emptied of everything except her and what they were
sharing. The exquisiteness of their joining shocked him. Maybe it
was all the unspoken tension and insecurities, or maybe this was
the language they spoke best, he didn’t know. But he was determined
to show her how much he appreciated her and that she meant a lot to
him. Max pulled her leg up, picked up his
pace and matched her moan for moan.

The creaking of the
springs in the bed kept beat as he pounded inside her. Her whimpers and moans of pleasure egged him on. He would
never grow tired hearing her lovemaking sounds, they teased and
tempted him to erase every other man from her
memory.

“So good,” he murmured, as
her walls tightened around him. She was close, he was close, and
wanted them to cum together. “Cum with me, Baby. Cum,” he
growled as he continued to thrust, bringing them both up to
the crest where they shattered into orgasmic bliss.

Satisfaction rolled from the
bottom of his feet up his back. He stiffened as his mouth opened
wide. He shot his load while she screamed his name, shaking and
holding him tight.

For a moment he couldn’t catch a breath, and
then he gulped in air, gasping to breathe as tremors shot through
his body. Max tried to lean on his elbows, but instead collapsed
against her, causing her to groan and then hold him
tight.

“I’m heavy,” he whispered, too wiped to
move.

“Yeah, but I like you covering me like this.”
She tightened her hold. He closed his eyes as post-orgasmic
shudders tore through him. Tonight was better than last night and
the night before, he was damn near addicted to spending the night
with this woman. And that was a good thing. Resting on top of her,
his cares and thoughts from the past week didn’t seem as scattered
or catastrophic. Peace seeped through his pores, the idea that
things would work out made its cursory round in his mind and he
allowed it to sit for a few moments. In the darkness, in the safety
of her embrace, his fears unlocked and found a voice.

“I was terrified today when I went
to the morgue.” He inhaled a shaky breath as he remembered terror
hit. “I kept thinking… what if it’s Kev? What would I do? How would
I… survive the loss, the guilt?”

The warmth of her hand stroked his back,
calming and accepting.

“I swear to God I was so happy
that child wasn’t mine that I wanted to sing hallelujah and Oh
Happy Day at the same time. What kind of person am I to be happy at
someone else’s loss?”

Tamara’s hand rested on the back
of his head, and then she stroked him gently. “You’re a person
whose son is still alive, and who celebrates that fact, that gift.
There’s nothing wrong with that.”

Max rolled to the side and pulled her close so
that her head lay on his chest. Her fingertips traced his tattoo,
something she did whenever they were in bed, it gave him time to
put what happened at the hospital into words.

“Helen took Kevin to the hospital earlier this
week.”

Tamara’s hands stopped moving, she
leaned up on her elbow and met his gaze. They didn’t speak, he
watched confusion, surprise, and then sorrow fill her eyes. The
flat of her palm cupped his cheek, and she placed a kiss on his
lips.

“I’m so sorry,” she said against his
mouth.

Max accepted her comfort and told her what
he'd learned, and the plans in place to go forward.

Tamara listened as Max explained the
differences in meningitis and what it meant to Kevin. Anger boiled
in her gut against the woman who stole Kevin and could ultimately
be the cause of his death. Max didn’t deserve this, no parent
did.

“I don’t think I’ve ever hurt as bad as I did
today listening to the doctor talk about my son’s condition.” His
breath hitched, and his chest expanded.

Tamara’s stomach clenched in shame. He’d been
going through this and she’d been mad, had an attitude about him
canceling dates and Carin’s people. None of that mattered in the
face of losing a child and being helpless. Her heart hurt for him,
she placed kisses on Kevin’s name, which was in the middle of Max’s
tattoo. From now on, she’d be more supportive.

“I’m so sorry, baby.” Since she had no
children she couldn’t relate exactly, but she’d experienced the
pain of loss several times in her life. But to have your child
stolen by someone you trusted, and then the bitch refuses to allow
your son proper care? That was loss on a whole different
level.

Max placed a kiss on top of her head. “I know
you are, I’m just glad you’re here, at the end of a fucked up day,
we have this.”

Tamara nodded against his chest and filed
Carin’s relatives in a to-be-discussed-later file. Right now the
timing was wrong, but they’d need to discuss the women soon.
Carin’s sister made Tamara’s spidey senses tingle. Terri wanted
more from Max than a platonic family relationship.

 


 



Chapter Six

 


 


Max sat in his office going over the same
invoice until he finally put it down. Unable to focus, he went
downstairs and sat at the bar. It was noon and the club wasn’t
open, but Crystal, Charlie, and Mark were busy prepping for later.
Crystal slid him a hot cup of coffee and continued her
inventory.

He sipped the hot brew while his thoughts
drifted to his son. Was he still in pain? Could he move? Or eat?
Was the bitch giving him Tylenol? His fist curled around the cup
and he wanted to throw it against the wall. He’d never felt so
helpless.

“Need another one?” Crystal asked, wiping the
counter from the spilt coffee. He hadn’t noticed the dark brew
flowing over the brim, across his hand and onto the
counter.

“No. I’m good.” He closed his eyes
and counted to ten to pull himself together. Tamara had
appointments and would be busy until later. He didn’t want to
become dependent on her calming influence, although right now
hearing her voice would work like magic. He pushed away from the
bar and walked around the club, straightened a few chairs around
the tables, picked up a toothpick and a scrap of cellophane from a
pack of cigarettes from the floor. When he reached the hall that
separated the club and the restaurant, he raked his hand through
his hair, grabbed the ends and yanked.

Just as he was going to check the
bathrooms, his cell rang. Glad for the distraction, yet hesitant of
what the call may mean, he looked at the caller ID. Skinny. Sweet
and Trapp had left last week on an assignment, shrinking the size
of his team. Skinny and Jace were near Charlotte following leads on
Helen Grant, Helena Moore, or whoever she claimed to be this
week.

“Yeah?” He turned and faced the wall to hide
his reaction to whatever Skinny had to say.

“Got a lead, two, actually. Talked to this guy
who says this woman and kid are hanging out in a town a skip from
the state line. Jace and I are heading there.”

“Good. Does it sound like the real
deal?”

“Not sure, he was sketchy in details, I’m only
checking this out because he described the old lady pretty good and
mentioned the guard. That’s new and we haven’t put that out there
yet.”

Max agreed. “The other?”

“Oh, just somebody claimed to have seen an old
lady and kid at this house. They couldn’t give a good description
or anything.”

He understood why Skinny dismissed it, but
they couldn’t afford to leave that thread dangling. “Where is
it?”

“One sec, let me look.” He paused. Max pulled
up his note taker on his phone. “Here got it.” Skinny rattled off
an address. “Is Brock with you?”

Max understood the question, they always went
in twos when doing any kind of recon. “Not yet, he’ll be coming
soon.” Brock had business meetings most of the day and would be
meeting him for a late lunch.

“Okay, I’ll let you know what we find.” Skinny
disconnected.

Max stared at the address and then pulled up a
Google map. Two hours and ten minutes. He tapped the phone against
his mouth and added the time. If he left now, he’d be back before
Tamara or Brock finished. One thing for sure, he wasn’t doing
anything productive here.

Eager and energized, he strode to his office,
placed his pistol and knife in their holsters, took his keys and
left.

Two hours later, he pulled onto a quiet
street. The neighborhood was similar to the one in Wilmington where
Carin’s body had been found. Lots of for sale and rental signs
dotted front lawns. He parked at a convenience store and walked the
rest of the way to the address. Max was surprised by the lack of
dogs, cars, and people stirring on the street at
mid-day.

By the time he reached the house, he was
rethinking his mad dash to check out this lead. The home sat a
little further back than the others, he couldn’t see the back yard
because of the trees, and the door and windows were shuttered. It
looked abandoned except the yard was freshly mowed and the bushes
trimmed.

Overruling his gut, he walked down
the long path and pushed the doorbell. Nothing happened. He pulled
open the outer door and knocked on the wood door. It opened. He
didn’t move fast enough. Hands shoved him from behind. He hit the
hardwood floor and saw dots. The sole of a shoe pressed into his
back while someone pushed the rest of his body inside. His hands
were pinned beneath his body, he couldn’t access his weapons. He
cursed and tried to get some leverage for defense and rolled to his
side. He was kicked in the stomach, robbing him of breath. Then
came a second kick in the same spot, and then another. Someone else
rained punches across his face and kicked him in the head. Another
kicked one leg and then the other.

Max kicked out but hit nothing. He tried to
reach his gun, but the continuous blows left him in a fetal
defensive position. Sons of bitches got the drop on him and worked
him over. When they stopped, he heard sounds of slapping and a
woman screaming. There were thumps and a loud clap like something
hit the floor. And then nothing.

Max came to. He tried to move but
couldn’t. Spots filled his vision. His leg was on fire, he hoped it
wasn’t broken again. His body hurt everywhere. He lay still for
what could’ve been a few minutes or hours, coming and going in and
out of consciousness.

By the time he could move it was dark outside.
The shutters were open and he saw curtains, living room furniture,
tables and chairs. So the home wasn’t abandoned. He rolled to the
side, grimaced at the pain and remained in that position until his
vision cleared. Next, he pushed and made it to one knee. Gasping
for air, sweat poured down his face as his body rebelled and
demanded he lay back down. He couldn’t. He needed to get out of
here.

After a few seconds, the nausea receded enough
for him to attempt to stand. He clutched a nearby arm chair, pulled
up and stood, visibly shaking. His leg refused to support him.
Anxious to leave before the owner showed up, he noticed a cane in
an umbrella stand near the door, reached for it and pulled it
out.

Max thought he heard a noise and
looked around. Nothing. The hair stood on the back of his neck.
Rather than investigate, using the cane to support himself, he
opened the door and left. The cool breeze helped clear his mind as
he hobbled back toward the convenience store where he left his car.
Once inside, he exhaled and patted his holster. They hadn’t taken
his gun or knife or wallet. His phone was missing, it fell out
either in the house or on the way from the place. He’d have Brock
send someone in to clean. A wave of dizziness hit hard and he
couldn’t think. He sat in the car with his head against the
headrest until it cleared.

No way could he drive all the way home. Brock
would chew his ass, but he had to come get him. Max looked for a
pay phone and found none. After a quick glance in the mirror, he
knew he couldn’t walk into a store to buy a phone, not with these
bruises. His best bet was to find a pay phone. He did a quick
search up and down the street and saw what appeared to be one, a
block away.

It hurt to shift gears, but he backed out of
the parking lot and crept down the street to the pay phone. A few
minutes later Brock answered.

“Yeah?”

“It’s me.”

“Where the hell are you?”

Max gave him a brief sketch of what happened.
“I can’t drive.”

“I’m walking out the door now. That was stupid
to go alone, we always go in deuces.”

“I know, man. No lectures, I’m too fucked up
to deal with it right now.” He paused, caught his breath. “I can’t
stay here. There’s a Big Mart down the street, meet me there, I’ll
be parked beneath a light.”

“Got it. Stay put.”

Max grunted and disconnected. “What the hell
else am I going to do?”

 



Chapter Seven

 


Tamara stalked into the club. As soon as she
found Crystal, she motioned her to come closer. The woman looked
surprised seeing her again so soon. It couldn’t be
helped.

“Have you seen, Max?” she asked before Crystal
greeted her.

The woman frowned. “Not since
yesterday.”

Tamara nodded and looked around the club as if
she expected to see him or his sidekick, Brock, playing a game of
chess. Max hadn’t called, hadn’t come by, or returned any of her
calls. That wasn’t like him. She’d waited until three this morning
for his call, but nothing. Now she was tired and pissed.

“You okay?” Crystal asked.

“No. Not really. How can I get in
touch with Brock?” As much as she hated being number two in a
relationship, she knew Brock would know where Max was.

Crystal’s eyes widened and then narrowed.
“What’s going on? Max okay?”

“I don’t know. Just tell me how to get in
touch with Brock, then we’ll both have some answers.”

Crystal jerked, held her hands up in a gesture
of peace, and backed to the phone. She punched in a few keys and
passed the handset to Tamara. She grabbed it and nodded her thanks.
Crystal continued to stare at her. After the third ring, Tamara
became nervous. If Brock didn’t answer, that wasn’t
good.

“Yeah?”

“Brock, this is Tamara. I’m worried about Max,
he didn’t come home last night. Have you seen him?” she said in a
rushed breath.

“Yeah. He’s here. I’ll have him
call you in a few minutes.” He disconnected. Tamara stared at the
phone, heard the dial tone, and then looked at Crystal in
disbelief. “He hung up on me.”

Crystal frowned. “Did you talk to
him?”

“Yes. I asked him if he knew where Max was. He
said yeah, he’d have him call, and then he hung up.”

Crystal shrugged. “That’s normal for Brock, he
don’t say much. I’m surprised he answered, he don’t always.” She
replaced the handset and walked down the bar to serve a
customer.

Confused, Tamara walked to the
rear of the club to wait for Max’s call. The last two people she
wanted to see walked in just then and sat at the bar. Tamara pushed
her chair back into the shadows hoping Terri and Beth wouldn’t see
her.

Lady luck must’ve been on vacation because
eagle-eyed Terri waved, picked up her glass and headed in her
direction. Beth waved, but remained at the bar talking to an older
guy.

“Can I join you?” Terri asked while pulling
out a chair.

“I’m expecting –” Her phone rang and she
answered. “Hello?” Since she didn’t recognize the number she
assumed it was Max.

“Tamara, sorry I didn’t call you, I’ve been at
the doc’s all night. Long story, but I’m on my way home. Meet me at
your house in an hour, okay? I have to take it easy for a coupl’a
days.”

Stunned by the raspiness of his normally deep
voice, she nodded and then spoke. “Okay.” He disconnected.
Transfixed by what he didn’t say, the phone remained next to her
ear.

“Are you okay?” Terri asked, and then touched
her arm when she didn’t respond.

“Huh? What?” She looked at the
woman sitting in front of her, and removed the phone from her ear.
Max said he’d be at her house in an hour. What happened? Did he
mean a real doctor or was that a nickname like Skinny? She had no
idea.

“That must have been some phone call, you look
dumb-struck.”

Tamara straightened and read the question on
Terri’s face. “It was. What can I do for you?” “Nothing much, I was
just wondering if you could give me any information about the job
market, I’ve decided to move here.”

“What are your skills?” Tamara asked, deciding
to go along with the game of charades.

“I’ve worked in child care and retail, and
started online classes for dental assistant.”

“I don’t know much about your
field so I can’t say what the markets like. Look in the paper? Or
online? If there are jobs in your field, they’d be
posted.”

Terri gave her a tight smile. “I’ve looked and
there’s not a lot close by, but I’m sure I’ll find something. If
this wasn’t such a long drive, I’d ask Charlene for a job in the
restaurant, I’m a pretty decent cook.”

Tamara nodded and glanced at her watch. If she
arrived early she could throw something together for him to eat.
Maybe on the way home she’d stop and buy soup, that was always a
safe bet.

“I’m sorry if I’m holding you up,”
Terri said with a bite in her tone. “Have you talked to Max? I’ve
been trying to reach him but my calls go straight to voice
mail.”

Tamara stood and took a page from Brock’s
book. “Yes, I have. I’ll tell him you’ve been trying to reach him.”
She stepped around the woman, waved at Crystal and Beth, and walked
out the club.

* * * *

Max had been asleep for an hour when there was
a knock at the door. Tamara hurried to answer so that Max wouldn’t
wake. Her momentary shock at seeing him black and blue was nothing
compared to the awfulness of how he’d gotten in that situation. For
the next few days, Doc, a field doctor from Max’s military days,
left specific instructions that he remain in bed. If things got
worse, she would call 911 no matter what Max said. Seeing all the
marks and bruises, she had been appalled he hadn’t gone to the
hospital.

She reached the door, looked through the peep
hole and frowned. “Yes?” she called through the door.

“Police. We have a warrant for the arrest of
Maximus Delgado.”

“Maximus?” She
looked down the hall toward the bedroom. What was going on? If
anything, the thugs who beat him up should be arrested. “I need to
verify you are who you say you are. Who should I call?” She punched
in Brock’s number and turned aside. While the officer was talking,
she told Brock what was going on. He promised to be there in two
minutes.

“I’m sorry, can you give me your precinct
phone number again so I can call and verify you’re who you say you
are.”

“Ma’am, this is the last time I’ll give you
the number. If you don’t open this door, you’ll be arrested for
aiding and abetting.” He rattled off the number and she called the
police station. By the time the person in charge answered the
phone, Brock was outside.

“Open the door, Tamara.”

She opened, and he allowed the officers
inside.

“Where is he?” the officer asked.

Tamara looked at Brock,
pointed toward the hall, then turned and headed to the kitchen,
where she could hear them read his rights and state the charge.
What? She dropped her cup in the sink. Assault, breaking and entering with a deadly weapon?
What the hell?

“One second,” Brock said, his voice sharper
and louder than she’d ever heard. “He’s on medication, call an
ambulance and take him in.”

She rested her head against the door jamb to
hold back tears. Max couldn’t buy a break. The officer called it in
and remained in the room with a drugged Max. Doc was the next
person who entered the front door, and without saying a word, he
immediately headed to the bedroom. Two other police officers walked
in, and a detective. The front yard looked like a cops convention,
she was sure her neighbors wondered what was going on.

Tamara sat in the kitchen chair while the
doctor, who she discovered was a legitimate MD, the detective, the
cops, and Brock filled her bedroom. Life had turned into a soap
opera since she met Maximus Delgado. She chuckled at his name. His
parents had marked him for greatness.

“Tamara, are you okay?” Nick stuck his head in
the kitchen, no doubt on his way to the party in the
back.

“Yeah, I’m good.” She sniffed.

“No, you’re not. I’ll call Susan, or would you
prefer Gayle?”

“Right now, neither. Just take care of Max,
I’ll be okay.” She waved him on. After another concerned glance in
her direction, he walked down the hall.

The ambulance arrived. Bodies
spilled out of her bedroom into the living room. She refused to
offer the cops anything, not even a smile. Nick walked next to Doc,
who watched the ET workers carefully. Tamara knew without asking
that he’d be riding in the ambulance. Brock and the detective
walked behind the gurney. She was surprised Brock spared her a
glance, but he nodded in her direction and then walked out. The
uniformed cops were the last to leave.

Leaving the kitchen, she stood in the front
door and gazed at the ambulance. Max was in the back and they were
all talking at once. A cop headed back toward her. Lord help him if
he thought to question her now, she wasn’t in a cooperative
mood.

“Ma’am, Mr. Delgado is asking for you, it’s
important you come speak with him.”

Before the final words were out his mouth,
Tamara pushed past him and headed to the opened doors. “Max?” she
cried out.

“Tamara, I’ll see you soon, baby. Don’t worry,
okay?” His voice sounded strange and she remembered he’d taken a
lot of medication.

“Okay. I’ll see you soon.” She
couldn’t hold back the sob that rose in her chest. She stepped out
of the way as the doors closed, and then the ambulance left. Alone
in her front yard, with her neighbors staring at the cars leaving
one after another, Tamara wrapped her sore heart with her tested
pride, turned and walked into her home.

 


 



Chapter Eight

 


His head hurt and so did everything else. Max
went to rollover and couldn’t because of the cuffs. He’d made a
rookie mistake by going to check out that house alone and paid for
it. Some woman claimed he assaulted her, actually identified him as
the one who broke in and beat her. He exhaled and shook his head at
the timing. His son needed medical care and he was not only in a
hospital, but under arrest.

Stupid, stupid, stupid… He stilled as he heard
footsteps. Nick walked in, followed by Brock. Max looked for
Tamara, but she hadn’t come, not yet.

“Formal charges and bail hearing is later
today. The witness is adamant you broke into her house, smacked her
around, and then left. She’s not claiming robbery since she can’t
find anything missing.”

“I didn’t beat anyone.” Max had to say it
again, would say it a hundred times, if necessary, until he proved
his innocence. “Look at me, I was pushed into that woman’s house
and assaulted.”

“I know. Doc’s given me your records from the
time he saw you. I mentioned all the bruises and your current
condition. The DA says that could be an isolated incident totally
separate from the assault,” Nick said.

“Did they search her place for blood?” Max
asked. He'd bled quite a bit, which should help prove he was beaten
in the house.

“Yes, your blood was there, so were your
fingerprints. Whoever jumped you left no prints of any kind. It
looks as if you and the victim were the only ones in that house the
entire time.”

Max ground his teeth and clenched his fist. “I
can’t believe I did something so stupid, especially with Kevin so
sick.” He paused, sucked in air and released it, along with every
foul thing he wanted to call himself. “I fucked up, what do I do
now? How do I prove my innocence?”

“First we make your bail. Because of your
former occupation and the nature of the crime, the prosecutor may
try to jack it higher. I’ll present your service to your country,
your lack of criminal record, and try to keep it low.”

Max nodded and glanced at a quiet Brock. Their
eyes met. Brock had something he didn’t want Nick to know about.
Good. They’d need to work the front and back door to clear him of
this bogus charge.

“Since they have an eye witness, it makes it
harder to prove our case. That means we need to know everything.”
Nick looked at Brock. “And I do mean everything about Sasha Loils,
the victim. Go back to the day she was born, we need to know every
person she talked to regarding the break-in, family members, former
classmates, lovers, criminal and mental records, everything. This
woman makes or breaks this case. If she goes on the stand crying
and screaming that Max slapped her around, the jury will look at
this big Navy SEAL and think he snapped. They may feel bad about
PTSD or whatever they think made you snap, but they will believe
her.”

Max’s spirits sank. Nick was right. “There has
to be a way to prove I never broke into her house or touched
her.”

“We’ll be working on that, in the
meantime, I’ll work on getting you out of here. Doc says you’re
doing better, but not completely out of the woods yet. When he
releases you, please follow his instructions, the last thing you
need is the prosecutor dragging you back into court for any type of
violation. We have to play this by the book. This Loils woman is
screaming to anyone who'll listen that she was beaten and that you
had a gun. I want to shut this down as bad as you do, but we do it
by the book. Got that?”

Max nodded. “Yeah, I’m good.” He
didn’t bother looking at Brock because the man would never agree,
and Nick couldn’t make him. After Brock stared Nick down and got no
response, he shook his head and headed toward the door. “I’ll
represent you as long as you stay on the right side of the law,
Max. I don’t represent criminals.” On that note, Nick left them
alone. Brock waited a few seconds, pulled something out of his
pocket, and handed it to Max. He took it.

“Where’d you find my phone?” He placed it on
the table next to the bed.

“In her yard.” He paused. “Okay, here’s the
deal. For some reason this woman has it out for you. It’s possible
she saw you when you were leaving and was too scared to say
anything. She may have walked in and saw you on the floor, or any
number of combinations. But she knows you were the one in her
house. Do you remember anything after you woke up?”

Max tried to recall, but everything after the
beating was fuzzy, even his calling Brock. He didn’t remember.
“Nah, man. I don’t.”

“How do you know she’s lying,
then?”

Max’ head snapped up and he
narrowed his eyes at his buddy. “For one thing, I don’t beat women,
not for any reason. Especially tied up women who can’t defend
themselves. Only a punk, a sorry excuse of a human being, would do
that,” he snapped, straining against the cuff.

“Good. Remember that when the prosecutor asks,
because they will.” Brock ran his hand through his hair. “Skinny
and Jace hit a wall on that other address. After I get the
information on the Loils woman, I may need to pull them in to help
go through it and then hit the streets.”

“No. Don’t pull them from searching for Kevin,
I need to find him and get him medical care. If he dies from
meningitis, I die too. I need to find him, Brock. I left him with
her.” He tapped his chest with his finger. “I did that, man. It’s
my fault, he’s just a kid and I left him with that bitch, and now
she’s too damn scared to get him the medical help he needs.” Max
inhaled and tried to slow his racing heart. “Bring in someone else
to run leads on Loils, but leave Skinny and Jace to search for my
boy.” He looked at a skeptical Brock. “Please, man. I need to keep
looking for him.”

“The other guys are away in the field, no one
else who’s familiar with how we work is here. Do you understand
what Nick was saying to you? Do you?”

Max’s stomach clenched, he didn’t
answer.

“There is someone fingering you on an assault
with a deadly weapon charge. Another year could pass by the time
you get out of jail, and that’s with early parole. You’ll have a
criminal record that can be used against you in a custody case.
Think man, think. You’ve got a limited window of time to beat this
case and it’s going to take everybody working this.”

“I can’t…”

“You can’t help him if you’re in
prison, no one will look for him like you. If you’re locked up, she
wins. Helen. Grant. Wins.”

Brock had said something similar when they
thought Max would be arrested for Carin’s murder not too long ago.
“Okay, do what we need to do. Detective Vargas can still monitor
the wanted posters, hospitals, and other counties from his end, and
we’ll focus on clearing my name.” It hurt to think that while he's
trying to stay out of prison, his son could get worse. “We need to
start pulling those threads stat to shut this down. Meningitis
ain’t no joke, I gotta find my kid and get him to a
doctor.”

“I’m on it. I started pulling her preliminary
records, surface stuff. By the time I get to my system, the first
level search will be done. I’ll call Skinny and Jace, and we’ll get
together this evening. Split it up.”

“Sounds good,” Max said. “Everything happened
so fast, that type of set-up takes planning. How’d they know I was
coming? I didn’t even tell the guys I was going, I just left. Who’s
tipping the bastards off?”

“I wondered about that too. I’ll do a sweep of
the club, your office, and your place tomorrow, just to be sure
nobody's listening. I’ll check the exterior cameras to see if
anybody’s been sitting nearby.”

Max nodded, but they both knew if somebody
really wanted to listen in, they didn’t need a van or bugs. He
thought of the bugs at Carin’s place and the Federal agents that
worked the scam Carin had been involved in.

“Let’s just get this done.”

 


 



Chapter Nine

 


 


Tamara walked into Reclamation, waved at Mark
and Crystal, and headed to the restaurant. Nick called earlier to
tell her Max made bail and would be leaving the hospital soon.
Brock would bring him to her place after his release, and asked for
Charlene’s meatloaf dinner.

She walked through the hall to the restaurant.
“Hi Charlene, you got that to go order ready?” Tamara headed toward
the counter where a new waitress worked the cash
register.

“Yes, baby doll, give me a minute and I’ll
bring it out.”

“Okay.” Tamara walked to an empty table,
pulled out her cell phone and checked her messages. A few clients
were interested in a showing. Tamara sent the requests to another
agent, telling him to handle it, that she had an
emergency.

“Here you are.” Charlene placed a large brown
paper bag on the table, and Tamara knew there was enough food
inside for both her and Max. That’s why she loved the
woman.

“Thanks, it smells great.” She peeked inside,
and then rolled the top of the paper bag so she could hold
it.

“Wait, don’t be in such a rush.” Charlene’s
much larger hand covered hers. “Sit back down. How’s Max? I heard
someone beat him bad. And then he got arrested for beating that
woman.”

Tamara wondered how anyone could have heard
anything already, it hadn’t been that long since the arrest. “He’s
doing the best he can, especially if he can order meatloaf. His
appetite’s on point.”

Charlene gave her that get serious
look.

She sighed. “I can’t talk about it, Max has to
tell you anything he wants you to know. I’m sorry.” Tamara hated
hurting Charlene’s feelings, but she refused to gossip about her
man.

“I understand. Tell him if he needs anything,
just call me or my man, Mark. We’re both worried. It’s been a while
since I’ve done undercover work, but I’m good.” Charlene stood and
looked at her. “I’m glad he has you in his corner. You’re good for
him. Now, can you get those heffas outta town? The young one’s
about to make me go off on her. If she asks about Max one mo’ time,
I’ll scream.”

“Terri?” she asked, standing and grabbing her
bag.

“Yeah, kin to that demon Carin. They’re
waiting for Max to pay for something I betcha. Those kind never
make deposits, only withdrawals. Don’t let them use him.” She
wagged her thick finger at Tamara.

She chuckled rather than explain she had no
say in what Max did with his money. According to Beth, he’d always
helped the two women, so they weren’t wrong in expecting him to
continue.

“Bye Charlene, thanks.” She held up the bag as
she walked back toward the bar to apologize to Crystal for being so
abrupt the day before.

“Tamara,” Crystal called out as
soon as she turned the corner, causing a few heads to turn in her
direction. Tamara stopped to wait as the shorter, pixie-faced woman
left from behind the bar and headed toward her.

“How’s Max?”

“He’s being released from the hospital today.
I stopped to get him his favorites.” She held up the bag as
proof.

“Good, that’s good. You have a sixth sense,
you knew something was wrong and checked it out, that’s good, real
good.”

Tamara had never heard Crystal ramble like
this, something was different. She searched the woman's gaze and
saw nothing. “I wanted to apologize for being short with you
yesterday.”

Crystal waved her down. “No, it’s good. Max is
good, it’s all good.” She wiped her hands along her pant leg as if
she didn’t know what to do with it. “Uh, can you tell him Terri
needs to um… talk to him when he has a chance? They need to leave
town, babysitter and all that.”

“Terri? Carin’s sister?” Tamara frowned and
looked around the club for the woman.

“Yeah, yeah. She’s been trying to find him, he
hasn’t returned her calls. You… uh, you aren’t stopping him from
doing that, are you?”

Tamara jerked and snapped her brows together.
“Serious? Do you know anyone who could make Max do something he
didn’t want to do? His son is missing, he’s in the hospital, those
things trump him returning her calls.”

Crystal’s face reddened and she ran her
fingers through her hair. “That’s right, I forgot about Kevin. Lot
more important, Max is always looking for the boy.” She glanced at
Tamara and shook her head. “Sorry about that, they been here every
day looking for him and she asked me to talk to you. I should’ve
known Max wasn’t avoiding them, just a lot going on.”

As much as Terri pissed her off, she
understood the woman’s predicament and would talk to Max tonight,
but she wouldn’t tell Crystal. “Yes, he does. Brock’s bringing him
home, they’ll be busy for a while. If he’s up to talking, I’ll
mention it, but if he’s out of it, I’m not. No
promises.”

“Forget that. Max getting better is the most
important thing. Let me know if he needs anything,” Crystal called
over her shoulder as she headed back to the bar.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Ten

 


The strip club was fairly busy for noon, lots
of business lunches, and a few college students sat at tables
sipping overpriced drinks and munching on overcooked food. No
matter the time of day, the place was always dark and full of
shadows where a man could get a lap-dance, finger a woman, or hide
in plain sight.

“You were right,” the man sitting in the
shadows in the back of the club said to the male sitting next to
him.

“Delgado went to the house. I heard the guys
took care of him, messed him up pretty bad. That’s good. Heard
someone beat the woman, too.” His tone hardened.

The guy in the shadows nodded. “She only saw
one face, and she’s blaming him for it all.”

“Good. This guy goes down one way or the
other, got that?”

“Sure thing, Boss. And the woman?”

“We leave her for now. If she’s a good girl,
she’s home free.”

“Got it.”

“Another thing, this guy’s connections run
deep, I don’t want this traced back to me. Not yet anyway.” He
stood, turned and walked off.

“Got it.”

 


 



Chapter Eleven

 


 


Max leaned heavily on the crutches as he
entered Tamara’s house. This time he planned to have her in bed
with him as he rested. The last time hadn’t ended as he planned.
Vaguely, he recalled telling himself he would be a better man for
her. That conversation seemed a long time ago. Quite a bit had
happened since then, but she allowed him to come here to recuperate
versus his small apartment, which meant she hadn’t given up on him
yet.

Silent and watchful, Brock walked behind him
into the house. Last night Brock met with Skinny and Jace. Today,
the men were investigating the Loils woman, but there was a lot to
check. Seems Ms. Loils was divorced from a military man and had
lived in quite a few places. Looking into her background would take
a little more time and manpower than they'd thought. Max intended
to use his connections to cut through some red tape to expedite a
few things, but it would still take time.

With outstretched arms, Tamara met him near
the entry. “I’m glad to see you,” she murmured near his ear while
holding him in a loose hug.

Her unique scent filled every nook and cranny
of his being. At this moment in time, he was where he needed to be,
in her arms. There were so many things he needed to share with her,
and yet, he found contentment standing in one place, wrapped in her
embrace.

“It’s good to be seen,” he murmured, and
placed a kiss on her cheek.

“Hi Brock,” Tamara said without releasing
Max.

“Hello Tamara. I’m going to leave him with
you. If you need me, you have my number. Take care, Chief.” Brock
nodded and left.

Tamara leaned back, her gaze touched his face,
and lowered in a slow perusal all the way down and then back again
to his face. Her eyes were shiny when they met his.

He cupped her cheek. “It’s okay. The worst is
over, Doc was afraid I had a concussion, which kept me out of jail
and in the hospital. Couple of broken ribs, some damage to my leg,
and I have to stay off it if I want to keep it, so I’ll be working
from here with my leg up for a while, if that’s okay with
you.”

She nodded and wiped her face. “It’s okay. I
was so scared for you. Remember… it wasn’t too long ago Nick stood
with me, different court and everything, but being charged with
anything is scary.”

Max kissed her forehead. “My brave woman. No
one could tell you were scared, you held off the cops until Brock
got here. You impressed him and Doc with your fast thinking. Smart
and sexy, how’d I get so lucky?” He placed another kiss on her
forehead. “I need to sit down so I can kiss you properly, I’m
wobbly on these crutches.”

She smiled and looked in the living room. “The
sofa might be too soft and hard for you to get out of, try the love
seat.” She pointed to the smaller sectional. He made his way to the
seat and sat, it was okay. Tamara pushed a footstool toward him and
then placed his leg on top. It felt a hundred times
better.

“Let me feed you first, and if you need a
shower, we’ll take care of that, too. When we lay down, I’m not
going to want to let you go,” she said as she walked out the room.
Pleased with how things were going, he moved a bit to get
comfortable.

She returned and placed a wooden tray table
near him and another on the other side. He hoped she planned to
join him, they hadn’t shared a meal in a while. Eyes lifted, he
sent a prayer of thanks for the gift of a good woman.

“Thank you,” he called behind her.

Tamara returned with two plates, utensils, and
a wide smile. “I’ll be back,” she said, and left the room, only to
quickly return with drinks. Max had already started eating, and
accepted the glass of sweet tea.

Together they ate in a comfortable silence.
She finished first, sat back and sipped her drink.

“Terri and Beth have been trying to reach you
for money to move Carin’s stuff to their home. I think Terri plans
to move into Carin’s house, so she’ll need money for that too. And
Beth expects you to continue supplementing her income.”

Max’s fork stopped halfway to his mouth. He’d
forgotten they were in town. When had they gotten here? How long
ago? He couldn’t recall. Then what she said registered. They’d
talked to Tamara about needing money.

“A friend of mine owns a packing company,
he’ll do whatever they want done. I told them that.” As
explanations went it was shaky.

“I guess they just want to hear you say that
then, or maybe they want something else, I don’t know. Terri asked
me to ask you to call her. Consider yourself asked.” She stood with
her plate and glass and headed toward the kitchen.

Max watched her leave and wondered what had
happened between her and Terri. He’d always had a decent
relationship with Carin’s mom and sister. They were friends and
would always be a part of Kevin’s life. After a few more bites,
he’d almost cleaned his plate. He pulled out his phone and saw
there were a lot of missed calls from Terri. No time like the
present. He glanced toward the kitchen, then called Terri. She
answered on the first ring.

“Max? How are you? I heard you were in an
accident, are you okay?”

“Yes, I’ll be fine. Tamara told me you were
concerned about shipping Carin’s things. Just tell the owner of the
packing company where you want them shipped and he’ll take care of
it. I already set that up.”

“Oh, okay… thanks. So you and Tamara, she’s
your girlfriend?”

“Yes, she’s my lady. How’s Beth?” He liked
Terri, but they weren’t close enough to discuss his private
life.

“Mom’s mom. I’m thinking about moving into
Carin’s house, it’s paid for. What do you think?”

Tamara returned with a cup of coffee for him
and placed it on the table. “Thanks baby.”

“What?” Terri asked.

“I was talking to my lady. As far as you
moving into Carin’s place, that’s on you and Beth. It’s a nice
place. Even though it’s paid for, there’ll still be bills to be
paid, like taxes and insurance.” Tamara took his plate and glass
and returned with a slice of carrot cake. His mouth watered. He
pulled her next to him and placed a kiss on her lips.

“Max? Max?”

He sighed and answered. “What
Terri?”

“Oh, sorry. I don’t mean to bother you, mom
wanted to know if we’ll see you before we leave.”

When had Terri started lying? Beth wouldn’t
ask her to ask him that, she’d call and say she wanted to see him
or something bold like that. “I’m staying with Tamara until the
doctor says I can walk around again, so I doubt it. If you guys
move up here, I may see you then.”

“Okay, well I hope you get better soon. We’ll
be leaving in the next day or so if you change your
mind.”

Change his mind? He looked at the phone
and shook his head. “Take care of yourself and tell Beth I said
hi.” He disconnected and nuzzled Tamara’s neck. “I missed you. Why
didn’t you come see me in the hospital?”

“I tried but you were under
arrest.”

That surprised him, he wouldn’t mention that
they had allowed Brock to stay. “Okay, I wondered if you were mad
or disappointed in me or something like that.” It hadn’t entered
his mind they’d stop her from visiting.

“Disappointed? I was arrested for murder
remember that?”

He nodded in remembrance.

“What’s going on?” she asked watching him eat
the cake.

“We pulled everyone in, well Jace and Skinny
are the only two in town. Nick wants everything on Sasha
Loils.”

“Who’s that?”

“The woman who’s pressing charges on me.” He
refused to call her the victim, not until he knew more about how
she set him up.

“What does he mean everything?” She sat
forward. Her fingernails tapped the cup in slow uncoordinated
beats. He doubted she realized she did that when she got caught up
in her thoughts.

He explained everything Nick and Brock said
about the case. The telling left him drained, his leg throbbed. He
needed a pain pill.

“Can’t you pull some vets from the club to
check some of those leads? I’m sure someone lived on one of the
bases and knows someone. They all want to help, no one wants the
club to close.”

“Maybe, we’ll see.” Brock canceled that idea
because of the attack, and until they figured out how those
bastards knew he’d be at Loils house, neither of them wanted to add
more people unless they had no choice.

“Crystal and Charlene said to call them if you
need anything.”

Max chuckled at the idea of Charlie dressed in
female clothes interviewing someone on post or at work. Crystal
might have a better shot, her bullshit meter stayed sharp as a
bartender. He would mention it to Brock.

“I’m grounded, can’t do much of anything
except log information, but I’ll tell Brock. He may need to use
them.” He yawned and then winced at the pain in his
chest.

“It’s time for you to lie down. Where’s your
medication?” Tamara stood, picked up his crutches and handed them
to him.

“Thanks. The pills are in the bag Brock left
at the door. If you hand it to me, I’ll take it to the back.” He
stood with his crutches and started toward the hall.

“I’ve got it, go ahead.” She held onto the
duffle bag and waved him ahead.

By the time he reached the bedroom, sweat was
running down his face and dripping onto his shirt. His chest and
leg were on fire, and pain radiated through his body. Tamara helped
him undress and placed all the medicine bottles on the night table
with a large glass of water.

He took a few pills and waited for some
relief. Tamara sat next to him and squeezed his hand. When the red
haze of nauseating pain passed, he returned her squeeze.

“Better?” she asked.

“Yeah. It gets pretty bad. Guess I overdid
things.” The doc hadn't wanted him to leave the hospital for
another two days. But Max had convinced him to sign the release
papers by promising to take it easy at Tamara’s.

“Terri and Beth need financial help getting
home.”

That surprised him although it shouldn’t.
“They said that?”

“No, but they’re still here and probably
counting on you to get them back home. I wouldn’t be surprised if
Terri expects you to pay for her to move here, too.”

“What? Why would you say that?” That surprised
him. In the past he'd sent small amounts to help with a few
emergencies, but he’d never been their bank. What had they told
Tamara?

“Because you’ve been taking care of them for a
long time. Beth sees you as a son, and that’s what families do,
they help each other.”

“I never took care of them, and only helped
every once in a while, that’s all. It’s always been about Kevin,
she’s his grandmother, and Terri’s his aunt. The things I do, I do
for him.”

“At any rate, if you want, I’ll make sure they
have money to get home. You can pay me back later. Charlene says
they’re getting on her nerves so they must be hanging around the
club a lot.”

“I didn’t know that. You don’t have to give
them money, I’ll write a check and you can give it to them. Could
you find out how much they need, please?”

Tamara wanted to scream he wasn’t responsible
for these grown women. The reason she started this whole discussion
was to hammer down the notion he shouldn’t be taking care of them.
Her plan had backfired.

“Yes, I’ll take care of it tomorrow or do you
want me to check on it tonight?”

“Tomorrow’s fine, she said they’d be leaving
in the next day or so.” He yawned and she wanted to smack
him.

“I think you should accept Charlene’s help,
she’s good at getting people to talk, she might find out things you
couldn’t.”

“I dunno. I said I’ll tell Brock.” He sounded
out of it so she backed off. But an idea rattled in her
mind.

When Max fell asleep, she headed toward her
office and logged onto her computer. “Sasha Loils…”

 



Chapter Twelve

 


 


Nick sat at his desk, where files rested on
top of files. The case with Max had him baffled. In his gut he knew
Max told the truth, it wasn’t in the man to lie about something
like this. Which meant someone went to a lot of trouble to frame
Max.

The case with the death of Carin, Max’s
ex-girlfriend, had taken an interesting twist. Several Federal
agencies had been watching the young woman before she was murdered.
Could that play some role in this case? Was someone retaliating for
Carin? What about Elise Farrow? Could she be involved in some way?
Granted, she remained in custody without bail, but she may have
contacts on the outside. There were so many questions and few
answers.

His desk phone pinged. “Yes?”

“There’s a Brock Sterling and two other
gentlemen here to see you, Sir. They don’t have an
appointment.”

“Send them in.” Maybe they could make some
headway through this muddle. The police weren’t looking for anyone
else, weren’t searching for other clues or the men who attacked
Max. The witness made their case solid. They needed to change
that.

“I hope you have something for me, because I’m
stumped.” Nick sat back in his chair and met Brock’s
gaze.

“We’ve been working on motive. Why would Loils
say Max assaulted her when he didn’t? She had to be blindfolded or
in a position where she couldn’t see when she was assaulted.
Nothing else makes sense.”

Nick agreed. “She hasn’t said she was
incapable of seeing him clearly. In fact, she described him to the
police artist so well no one was surprised when she chose his
picture.”

“That means she either saw him when he was
leaving, remember he was staggering around because of his leg, or
someone coached her,” Brock said.

“I think she saw him leaving and hid,” Skinny
said. “I’ve watched her testimony, she sounded like she was
reliving it. But she didn’t see who hit her.”

“I need to prove that in court, preferably
before court. How do we do that?” Nick asked.

“There’s a reason she’s blaming Chief.” Jace
handed Nick a file. “Records indicate her husband cheated on her
for years before she finally divorced him. Maybe he beat her as
well, she couldn’t get him, but she’ll get this military
man.

Nick sat up. “Do we know if she was abused by
her military husband?”

“There’s a paper trail hinting at that, I’m
working on it. But my gut says Jace is on the right track,” Brock
said.

“You look more military than Max,” Nick
pointed toward Brock’s buzz cut. “How did she know he was former
military?”

Jace and Skinny smiled but didn’t say
anything.

“What?” Nick pressed, wondering at their
smirks.

“Loils was a military wife for almost twenty
years, it wouldn’t matter if Max’s hair touched the ground and he
spoke in tongues, she’d pick up cues. We all do. SEALs always have
an air about them, even if she didn’t know the branch of service,
she’d know he was military. That’s just the way it is.” Brock
shrugged and sat in one of the chairs in front of Nick's desk. “If
she was victimized in the past by a military man, does that help
our case?”

Nick nodded slowly. “It might. But someone did
hit her, there is a doctor’s report in the files from when she went
to the emergency room. If our guy didn’t do it, someone
did.”

“Any chance she did it herself?” Jace asked
Skinny.

Skinny pursed his lips. “No. Didn’t look
self-inflicted, but I can take another look at the pictures. To do
that she’d have to think fast after seeing a strange man in her
house, the time stamp when she was in the emergency room is near
when Chief left.”

“Good point, she would’ve been in pain and
shock, not thinking to beat herself up to make him pay. What if
this is some blowback on Carin and Farrow’s case? Is it possible
somebody’s mad at Max over Carin’s death, could be blaming him and
acting behind the scenes?” Nick asked.

“Carin’s mom and sister are in town, got here
the night before this all happened,” Jace said.

Nick hadn’t known that. “Are they on good
terms with Max?” he asked Brock.

“I suppose. He doesn’t talk about them except
in relation to Kevin’s relatives. I agree the timing for them
coming to town is suspicious, but I don’t see a connection.
However, after Carin, we can’t say what anyone will or won’t do.
I’ll start a file on them,” Brock said, pulling out his
phone.

“Farrow’s still locked up. Do you think she’s
after Max?” Nick asked.

“With the two and a possible third Federal
agency pressing charges against her, my bet is her energies are on
trying to remain out of prison. She might go after her former
partner for turning state witness, but I don’t see her coming after
Max,” Skinny said.

That eased Nick’s concern. “So the only
possible motive we have for Loils is she may hate military
men.”

“Here’s the kicker,” Skinny said. “Chief went
to the wrong house. He mixed up two numbers. Chances are he
interrupted something, may even have saved her life and she’s
ruining his.”

Nick covered his mouth with his hand.
“Unbelievable. Have you checked out the correct house? Is it
possible you gave him the wrong address?”

Skinny nodded. “Yeah, it’s possible. We
checked a coupla houses that day, asked around, didn’t get
anything.”

“Someone could’ve followed him and called
ahead. He said he was pushed into the house from behind. After
beating him, they could’ve gotten her, or one of them could’ve
gotten to her while the other worked him over,” Brock
said.

Nick nodded, it all sounded plausible. “Get me
some facts, something to break her testimony. Be careful, she’s
already been assaulted by a vet, in her eyes anyway, so don’t
strong-arm her. It won’t help the case,” he warned.

“We’ll talk to everyone but her,” Jace said
standing. “I think she’s projecting something from her past onto
Chief. This whole thing is too tight… too many coincidences. I
can’t shake the feeling someone’s coaching her.”

“I hope you’re wrong. Because I can’t defend
him against an enemy I can’t see or find,” Nick said.

 


 



Chapter Thirteen

 


 


Helen rolled over to stop the ringing in her
ears. The sound came from a distance echoing in her head when it
stopped. Her throat was on fire, it hurt to move her head or any
part of her body. One minute she was hot, the next cold, and
couldn’t keep anything on her stomach. If not for that sweet boy
lying in the bed next to her, she was sure she’d be dead already.
Jason gave her a reason to keep going.

Jason? She frowned. Jason was dead. He died
thirty? Forty years ago. He was a cute boy, so full of life, always
running and playing around the house. She frowned. Some things
weren’t meant to be played with. Like cars and trucks. She squeezed
her eyes tight, shutting out dark memories that would chain her to
the past. The past died, just like Jason. Things changed, she had a
new son, and a new chance to make things right.

“Ow…” His voice sounded so tiny, tears of
frustration rolled down her cheek.

Clearing her throat, she struggled to speak,
to sound calm and reassuring. “It’s time for your medicine, Jas…
Kevin. Roll over and take the plastic cup, and then drink it all
like a big boy.” Her vision blurred as she twisted to the side to
see if he followed her instructions. Everything she read online
about meningitis pointed to him having the viral infection, not the
deadly bacterial one. For that she gave God thanks and accepted it
as another gift of His favor and approval of what she was
doing.

“I can’t,” Kevin whimpered and started crying.
Helen tried to reach the table and couldn’t. His tears tore at her
heart. The noise sent a shaft of pain to her head. Pushing against
the bed, she rose with a groan and half screamed at the
pain.

Wide-eyed, Kevin stopped crying and looked at
her. Rivulets of sweat ran down her face, soaking her light cotton
gown. Her stomach clenched and she feared the dry heaves would
return. It hurt to breathe and to move. “One second baby, mommy’s
coming,” she whispered as she tested the strength in her
legs.

He started whimpering. If his pain was
anything like hers he had a right to scream. She wanted to scream
at the unfairness of life. Why did she have to run and hide with
her son? Carin gave Kevin to her. Money had changed hands as well
as their identities. If only Max would see she was the best parent
for Kevin, everything would be okay. Instead, her baby had been
exposed to germs that made him sick. Max had a lot to answer
for.

“I’m coming.” She stood slowly. He cried and
twitched. The rash on his skin looked better, didn’t it? Maybe not,
she couldn’t remember. Bending forward, she clutched onto his bed
for support and to stop the room from spinning. “One second Kevin,
let me get my …” She toppled over and landed on top of
him.

Kevin screamed. The piercing sound hit like a
sharp nail digging into her mind. She covered her ear and tried to
move. Every joint protested. Tiny hands pushed against her,
demanding she move. Pushing against the mattress she moved up and
over a bit, but not enough. He continued to push against her until
she grabbed his hands.

“Stop.”

“No, you stop. Get off me,” he screamed, his
feet kicked out, hitting her in the chest.

Helen yanked his hands and yelled. “Stop it
right now, Jason.”

Kevin froze, and then started crying
again.

“Where’s the medicine. He needs his medicine.”
She looked at the table, and miracle of miracles, the plastic cup
with the pain reliever remained in place. “Kevin, mommy needs you
to take your medicine, baby.”

“No.” He turned his head and pushed out his
lips.

Helen closed her eyes. The throbbing behind
her eyes increased. She needed to take her pain meds now. “Mommy
wants you to feel better so take your medicine. Don’t you want to
feel better?”

He looked at her and shook his head. “I’m not
Jason.”

“What? Of course not, why would you say
that?”

“You said it.” He pointed at her.

She couldn’t remember calling him Jason. “I’m
sorry Kevin, sorry. My tummy doesn’t feel too good, and I get mixed
up sometimes.”

His eyes widened. “Your tummy hurts
too?”

Unable to give much of a nod, she tried to
smile. “Yes, it does. That’s why I fell and hurt you. I’m
sorry.”

His little fingers stroked her chin. “It’s
okay mommy. It didn’t hurt a whole lot, you’re heavy.”

She bit back a smile. “Take your medicine so I
can fix my tummy.”

He nodded and drank the purple liquid. “All
gone,” he whispered.

“Good boy, lay back and let the medicine make
you all better.” She ran the palm of her hand across his forehead.
He was still hot, not as hot as before, or was he? Lord help her,
she didn’t remember.

The ringing started again.

“Phone.”

Helen looked down at Kevin, he pointed toward
her cell phone on the table. “Thank you.” She picked it up and
before she could speak, her cousin Vincente spoke. “Are you out of
your mind? You don’t disappear like that without me knowing where
you and the boy are. Someone is supposed to be with you at all
times,” he snapped.

“One second.” She pushed up and reached for
her bed. Exhausted, a few moments later she spoke. “I… no, we have
meningitis. Your wife and children will thank me for staying away
from you and anyone who comes in contact with you. Before I was hit
so hard I stocked up on food and medicine, so we’re okay. This
should be over in two weeks.”

“Oh… still we’re family, you should’ve told
me. When you are stronger I am sending the two of you to a doctor
in Virginia for a full check up. You’re too important to me to fool
around with this. Give me the address so I can have men stationed
outside to ensure your safety.”

Such a sweet boy, always had been. “Okay.” She
gave him the address and thanked him.

“You don’t thank me for taking care of you.
When nobody gave a damn whether I had food, clothes, or a place to
stay, you took me in and cared for me. Never asked for nothing.
Right or wrong didn’t matter, you always had my back. Now I got
yours.”

Coughing, she tried to tell him how much it
meant that he'd helped her these past few months. Once Carin
disappeared and got herself killed, Helen had been at a loss for
places to stay. Max would’ve found her had it not been for Vincente
and she would’ve lost her little boy. Pain, worse than the
meningitis, slammed into her at the thought of losing
Kevin.

“Are you alright?” Vincente sounded
worried.

“Yes, just a little cough. Need to take
medicine.” She coughed a little more and grabbed the pills and
water bottle. He waited until she finished.

“Better?”

“Yeah, some. It makes me drowsy.” She glanced
at Kevin, who was asleep.

“That’s a good thing. Take care and someone
will be outside in an hour. If things get worse call me and we’ll
get you some help. Promise me.”

“I can’t take him anywhere, Max will find
him,” she said, hating she’d made that mistake already.

“Don’t worry, I’m taking care of that. You’re
what’s important. Promise me if you get worse you’ll contact
me.”

“I promise.” Every part of her hurt, her
eyelids weighed a ton.

“And you’ll answer your phone so I can talk to
you.”

“I promise,” she said, her voice just above a
whisper.

“Good, love you Helen. I’ve got your back just
like you always had mine.”


Chapter Fourteen

 


 


Adele pulled into the parking lot of
Reclamation, looked behind her and smiled. Her attorney had sent
his handsome associate, Devon Gwyers, to come along with her to
explain things to Max. Vince had been right, her attorney thought
she had a case. The odds of her winning were slim, but it would buy
her some time and that’s all she needed. Vince claimed to be almost
done with Max.

She waited for Devon to open her door and
stepped out. “Thank you.” After a quick look around the parking
lot, she exhaled. “I don’t see his car, but that doesn’t mean he’s
not here.”

Devon nodded. “I suggested that we make an
appointment with Mr. Delgado to discuss this matter.” He looked at
her for a moment.

“No, this works best. I need to start work
right away. Talk to Andy, he’ll explain why this is the best way.”
Aggravated that he wasn’t as easy to manipulate as the other one,
she turned and headed to the door. The sooner she got this over
with the better.

Mark wasn’t at the door, some new guy she’d
seen a few times stood with a cowboy hat and his thumbs in the
pocket. He didn’t move.

“Excuse me, I’m here to see Max,” she said in
a sweet syrupy tone.

“Understand that Ma’am, Chief’s not here right
now.” He nodded to Gwyers, who remained silent behind
her.

“I can wait if you’d like to call him. This is
important, my attorney has a few things he’d like to share with
him.” She didn’t bother looking at Gwyers, he wouldn’t approve of
her stretching the truth.

“Well, I’m afraid I can’t do that. He’s busy
and asked not to be disturbed.” The infuriating man crossed his
arms over his chest, displaying his weapon. Seeing the rifle
strapped on his back didn’t bother her, rifles and knives were
allowed and common in the club.

“What if I call him, we’re partners, he’d talk
to me.” The look on the cowboy’s face called her a liar even though
he didn’t say it aloud.

“Call him then.” He motioned her aside as a
man and woman stepped into the checkpoint area. “How you folks
doing today? Welcome to Club Reclamation, are you familiar with the
rules?” He pointed to the huge board hanging on the wall with
bullet pointed information.

“Yes, we come down every other week from
Charlottesville, Virginia to hang with old friends.” He handed over
his veteran’s identification card and the woman did as
well.

“Well, we’re glad you made it down, there’s a
card game going on in the back, and somebody’s firing up a karaoke
machine for later. Grubs good in the restaurant, so make sure you
check it out before you leave.”

“We always do. Part of the reason we come is
for Charlie’s, I mean Charlene’s, good cooking.”

Adele wanted to hurl at the ridiculous
comment. Charlene could only cook basic meals, nothing fancy like
you’d get from a real restaurant. When she got back in that
kitchen, she’d make some changes to help the bottom
line.

“Look, I need to talk to Max about the
restaurant –”

“Charlene’s running the restaurant and Brock’s
in charge of the club while the Chief’s out. Talk to one of them.
You’re in the way, I need to check IDs.” He waved his hand in a
shooing motion.

Her face burned in humiliation. After he
allowed the next person to enter, she stepped forward again. He
stood in front of her.

“Ma’am?”

“I’m going to the restaurant,” she said,
pulling on her last dregs of patience.

“Sorry, can’t let you walk through here.
You’ll need to go to the other entrance off the street.” His voice
sounded anything but sorry.

Gritting her teeth, she stared at him a few
seconds, spun, and walked around the corner without waiting for
Gwyers. The man proved useless. Not once did he speak and explain
she had every right to be on the property. When she returned home,
she’d be sure to let his boss know what happened.

Adele snatched open the glass doors of the
restaurant, paused and caught her breath to calm down. Gwyers
entered behind her but didn’t speak. He didn’t need to. The frown
on his face screamed disapproval of her manner.

She didn’t care, she needed to get back to
work here or Vince would follow through on his promise to pay her a
visit. With his last visit six months ago firmly entrenched on her
mind, she walked through the next set of doors and stood in front
of the hostess stand.

That had been her idea. At least they hadn’t
thrown out everything she'd implemented.

“How many?” the perky hostess asked while
picking up menus.

“I need to speak with Charlene
please.”

The young woman looked surprised. “Charlene?
The boss?”

Smile in place to hide the anger churning in
her stomach, Adele nodded. “Yes. I’d like to speak with
her.”

“One moment.” She turned and walked to the
back. Adele looked around, the place was full, for some reason
people came from all over to eat here. Although she didn’t
understand why, she appreciated what it meant in terms of her share
of the profits.

The hostess returned with a forced smile. “She
said she’d be out in a while and for you to wait
outside.”

“What?” Adele couldn’t believe Charlene said
that.

Gwyer slid past Adele and handed the hostess
an envelope. “Would you be so kind and give that to your boss. If
she has any questions, have her contact the attorney who signed off
on the notice. I appreciate it.”

The young twit appeared star struck as she
accepted the envelope. “Yes, Sir. I’ll take this to her. But she
still has to wait outside. I’m supposed to call security if she
refuses.”

“I’m leaving now, so just give the letter to
your boss. She can contact the office if she has any questions.” He
backed up with a smile, glanced at Adele, turned and left her
standing in front of the hostess desk.

“Ma’am?”

Adele stared at the young girl, glanced at the
patrons watching the interaction and knew with certainty that she’d
lose ground if she pressed. “Tell her I’ll be waiting
outside.”

* * * *

Tamara hung up the phone from Charlene and
shook her head. She hadn’t met Adele, but both Charlene and Crystal
had nothing but bad things to say about her. The most telling about
the woman’s personality was Max’s refusal to talk about her at all.
Which would make delivering the message from Charlene more
difficult, especially since she waited for an answer.

When she stepped into the room, Max looked up
from the laptop and smiled. “Everything okay?”

“I’m not sure. Adele’s attorney dropped off a
notice to the restaurant, she’s suing you for breach of contract,
there’s some type form stating she can work until the hearing,
which is in a week. Charlene wants to know what she should
do.”

Max snorted. “Tell her to give the notices to
Brock, he’ll check to see if they’re legit. If they are, I’ll let
her return as a janitor part-time.” He chuckled and she could see
he enjoyed the image of Adele cleaning the place. “Tell Charlene to
offer her a janitorial position until the court date. I still want
Brock to look into that paperwork, it all sounds bogus.”

Tamara agreed but law wasn’t her thing.
“Okay.” She turned to leave.

“Where are you going?”

“To call Charlene, Adele is at the restaurant,
waiting outside.”

Max frowned. “That don’t sound right.
Something’s wrong, she’s not that type person.” He picked up his
cell and made a call. “Brock, check this out or put one of the guys
on this.” He repeated what Tamara told him.

“I know, that’s not like her. For some reason
she wants back in, it makes no sense.”

Tamara sat nearby in case he needed her.
Playing nursemaid had its perks. Whenever she did something for
him, genuine appreciation shone was in his eyes. She couldn’t walk
by without a soft touch or firm grope to some part of her body.
Even incapacitated, he managed to make her knees weak with desire.
Lord help her, she didn’t want to fall for this man and then have
him walk or not be into her as much as she was into him. That would
be terrible.

A hand passed in front of her face.

“Where were you?” Max asked, sounding
concerned. “You had this look on your face, like you were going to
cry. Is this too much for you? I appreciate your help and
everything, but –”

“What? No…no, it’s nothing. I was thinking
about something…”

“Something disturbing? Something that’ll help
the case? You looked out of it for a minute.”

Swallowing her concerns, she smiled. “No, it’s
okay. What did you decide about Adele?” Never in a million years
would she admit the thought of loving him scared her as much as him
not loving her. She’d be on her guard to make sure not to go
overboard. His hand squeezed hers and she released a sigh. How far
overboard was taking off from work for the first time in years,
handing over possible clients to other staff, just to fetch and
take care of a new boyfriend? Hmm, seemed like she’d been overboard
for a while.

“Brock’s going to get the legal papers and set
her to work in an area where she can’t see much. Neither of us
understands why she wants to work there, she hated the place when
Jose was alive. Since Jose died I could count the number of times
she’s visited.”

He pulled her closer on the bed until her head
rested on his shoulder. “I took a pain pill while talking to Brock.
Stay with me until it kicks in.” He brushed a kiss across her
forehead.

Tamara’s eyelids drooped as he rained kisses
all over her face. Ah… the sweet side benefits of being a nursemaid
to your man.

 


 



Chapter Fifteen

 


 


Tamara parked the car in front of the older
brick home and looked down the street.

“This it?” Charlene asked from the passenger
side.

“Yes, at least it’s the address from my
research.” She craned her neck to see the side of the building.
“Let’s go, I told her we’d be here around this time.” Tamara turned
to open the door. Charlene grabbed her wrist.

“Wait… one more time. Who are we
again?”

Tamara sighed, looked at her watch, this
explanation needed to be the quick version. “We’re from the We Care
For You Organization. Remember, she lost her child five years ago
and was in therapy up until six months ago. She’s agreed to talk
with us to help with our research and for a gift
donation.”

“So we’re paying her to talk? And she agreed
to that?”

“No, we’re giving her a donation to discuss a
very difficult time in her life.”

Charlene stared at her. “Max approved this? I
don’t recall you saying he was onboard with you coming out here to
this house.”

Tamara grabbed her purse and briefcase. This
was something she could do to help. Everyone else had pitched in.
Brock used Mark, Cody, Charlene, and even Crystal, to check leads
on Sasha Loils, but no one had talked to the woman. “No. But there
is an underlying reason this woman is telling anybody who’ll listen
what happened. Once Max found out she lost her child years ago, I
knew it had something to do with all this. None of the guys can
interview her, but I can. We can. Now let’s go.” She opened the
door and stepped out, hoping Charlene came with her. Despite
wanting to help Max, Tamara wasn’t crazy. Max came to this place
unannounced and wound up injured. No matter what Charlene looked
like on the outside, she was a man who could shoot a pistol with
deadly accuracy and could drop a four hundred pound man with her
bare hands. Tamara had witnessed the latter and prayed never to see
such a sight again.

“Alright, but if Max asks, make sure you tell
him it was your idea and that you dragged me along. We need to be
back in time for me to go to work.” Charlene straightened her dress
and eyed Tamara. “I don’t want to miss a moment of watching Adele
sweep the floor and clean tables. Max added that to her job, fits
her I think.”

They walked to the porch, before they could
knock the door opened. “You the people from We Care for You?” a
petite redhead asked from behind the outer glass door.

“Yes. I’m Audrey Gibbs and this is Charlene
Wright.” Tamara smiled. She was using her middle name while hoping
Brock had done his part and made sure the organization cleared the
two of them.

“Nice to meet you. I got a reconfirmation call
that you were coming. Come in, come in.” She stepped
back.

Tamara’s gaze slid to the floor and then back
at the woman again.

“Please have a seat. Can I get you something
to drink?” Sasha offered.

“Water, if you have a bottle,” Charlene
said.

“Nothing for me,” Tamara said. She sat near
the edge of her chair, looking at the fading bruises on the side of
Loils' face. Tamara’s heart hurt for the woman. No matter what, no
woman should ever be assaulted, especially at home, a place of
safety. Charlene didn’t bother trying to hide her interest and
looked all around the room from her chair.

“Here you are,” their host said when she
returned with the bottle of water.

“Thank you.” Charlene twisted off the top and
took a few sips.

“As you know, our organization is committed to
helping those who've suffered the loss of a child, spouse, parent
or sibling. Names can be turned in anonymously, and we have a group
of volunteers who go through that list and prequalify potential
clients. When we spoke on the phone, you agreed to our
terms.”

“Yes… yes. I need to talk about it, I used to…
but haven’t in a long time. I had a friend, she understood, but she
can’t talk anymore.” She shrugged in
a-that’s-the-way-life-happens-sometimes manner.

Tamara wasn’t interested in her friend, she
wanted to know about the child and if that triggered what happened
when Max was there. “I understand. And I have your gift card for
when we’re done.”

Loils' eyes lit up. “Thank you, I appreciate
it. Things have been crazy the last two weeks with the break-in.”
She looked at Tamara and then Charlene, as if waiting for them to
ask her questions. But Tamara had been dealing with the public long
enough to know, if she remained quiet long enough, Loils would tell
her anyway.

“My house… someone broke in while I was in the
back room.” She pointed in that direction without taking her eyes
off Tamara.

“I’m sorry to hear that. Should we come back
another time? When you’re better?” Tamara reached for her
bag.

“No…no. It’s good to talk about it, it keeps
me from forgetting. Not that I’d ever forget,” she added in a
rush.

“Of course not,” Charlene murmured. With a
genuine look of concern she leaned forward. “Are you okay? Those
bruises on your face look painful.”

Loils straightened, turned to the side and
picked up a few pictures from the side table and handed them over.
“Each day is easier. It was horrible. He was so angry, I don’t
understand why he had to hit me, when he could’ve just
left.”

Tamara’s hand covered her mouth at the
pictures taken immediately after the assault. Loils had to be a
dress size three, five tops. Blood matted her red hair, giving it a
gruesome appearance. One side of her face was swollen twice its
size and the eye on that side of her face was bloodshot and
half-closed. Seeing proof of the assault made it difficult not to
become horrified on the woman’s behalf.

“Bastard should be strung high and have his
balls ripped off. Do you remember what that bastard looked like?”
Charlene asked, shedding her soft voice for a deeper, darker
one.

Tamara glanced at her and then watched Loils
cringe. “Yes. I’ll never forget.” She went on to describe Max in
perfect detail, right down to the tattoo on his chest. Tamara’s gut
clenched. Charlene looked dumbstruck. If this woman’s story could
get to them like this, Max wouldn’t stand a chance against a
jury.

“I’m so sorry to hear that. We’ll make this
interview quick because you have so much going on. Don’t worry,
you’ll still get the gift card,” Tamara assured the
woman.

“Thank you,” Loils said as she wiped the
moisture from her face. “Seems like all I do these days is cry.”
She glanced at Tamara and tried to smile.

“Don’t worry about it. I can’t say I’ve
experienced anything similar, but you have my support and sympathy.
If there is anything our organization can do to help, let me know.”
She passed the woman a business card Gayle had made for her in the
office.

Loils looked at it and then placed it on the
table. “Thank you. That’s very kind.” She cleared her throat.
“Michael was five when he died of a random virus that went bad
really quickly. I didn’t have time to say goodbye or anything.” In
the next two hours, she gave Tamara and Charlene an abbreviated
history of her life. She talked about her ex-husband, her family,
and her dead son.

Sasha Loils was angry at the world over the
condition of her life. After listening for over two hours, Tamara
delivered her assessment to Charlene on the two hour drive
home.

“I agree to a point,” Charlene said looking
out the window. “But someone beat that woman, not Chief, but
someone else.” He sighed. “This is going to be ugly, because that
Sasha Loils is damn believable. If I didn’t know Max, I’d have been
in the lynching party to find him.”

“She believes everything she's saying and
that’s going to hurt the case.” Tamara shook her head. “The woman
even mentioned his tattoo, now that’s something.”

“I heard that and was surprised. I saw it in
the jungle, but not in the states. Poor woman, she lost her son,
then her husband, she’s barely making ends meet, and then someone
breaks in and beats her. For no reason it seems, nothing was
taken.” Sasha had sold Charlene on her story and she wasn’t easy to
fool.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Tamara said.
“Why her? Kinda like how I felt when the madness about Carin’s
death was going down. But there was a reason, normally, there’s a
reason. It just takes time to find it.”

“If I had to dig through everything she said
today, I’d say she’s sticking to this charge because she’s lost so
much. This time she’s not budging, she doesn’t plan to lose. Which
is bad news for Chief.”

“Yeah, I thought it’d be a good idea to get
inside her mind but I feel worse, even more hopeless now than I did
before we went. I should’ve stayed home,” she grumbled beneath her
breath.

Charlene patted her hand. “You did what you
thought would help, it wasn’t a bad plan. Neither of us expected to
find a real victim, admit it. I thought Sasha was some skank trying
to get paid.”

Tamara hated to admit it, but she had thoughts
of interviewing this woman and later walking into Max’s arms with
the case solved, the victim unmasked, and the names of the
masterminds of this whole ordeal. Instead, she was returning with
pity for the victim and fear for her man, two useless emotions in
this case.

“Yeah, I feel you,” Tamara said into the
quiet. “I’ll tell Max everything she said and he can judge the
quality of the last few hours. He and Brock should be done with his
appointments by the time we get home.” She looked at Charlene.
“Want me to drop you at the club or take you to your
house?”

“Club. I got a change of clothes there, plus I
need time to unwind with Mark. The way I’m feeling right now, I’d
burn something. I need my man to ease me down a notch or
two.”

Tamara’s cheeks warmed like they always did
when Charlene talked plainly about her and Mark’s relationship.
“Okay, no problem.”

“What do you think of Helen Grant?” Charlene
asked while staring out the passenger window.

“Huh? The babysitter who took Kevin?” The
change in conversation threw her.

“Yeah, what do you think of her?”

“Since I never met or saw her, my views are
the same as Max’s. She’s a scumbag.” She glanced at Charlene, saw
the smile and turned back. “Even though I’ve only heard one side of
the story, I cannot imagine anything she could say that’d make me
change my opinion.”

“Good. Max needs to find his son, nothing
should interfere with that. What do you think of Beth and Terri,
the two parasites from the south?”

Tamara burst out laughing. “Parasites? Max
said he hasn’t done that much, just helped them out every now and
then. Beth doesn’t seem that bad. Terri… I’m not sure about her. At
first I thought she had a crush on Max, but it seems they just
think of him as family. Why?”

“Beth asked for a job in the restaurant. Seems
she plans to stay for a while. I think she’s dating one of the guys
who comes to the club regularly, can’t recall his name,
though.”

Surprised, Tamara didn’t have anything to
say.

“Terri’s leaving, I think tomorrow or the next
day. Every day she pushes it back. Tell Max to give that woman some
money before I take up a collection in the club for her
ticket.”

Tamara coughed to cover her laugh when she
realized Charlene was serious. “Okay, I’ll um… mention it again.
Did you hire Beth?” Max promised to write a check for Terri, but
with everything going on; he must’ve forgotten.

“Yeah. I did. We could use someone older in
the front, those young girls don’t quite understand being
responsible on a Friday or Saturday night yet.”

Tamara nodded.

Charlene looked at her and shook her head.
“Just don’t trust them, their timing coming to town and everything.
Just don’t trust 'em.”

Tamara silently agreed.

 


 



Chapter Sixteen

 


 


Max sat with his foot on the stool, listening
to Skinny, Jace and Brock. “Sasha Loils married two military men.
The first marriage lasted ten years until her husband died in a
training accident. A year and half later she married to Staff
Sergeant Jason McKinney for eight years. After the divorce, she
retook her maiden name. They had one son, he died when he was five
from some type of bacterial virus.”

Brock looked at Max but didn’t interrupt
Jace’s report.

“According to early reports, the union had a
lot of challenges. Military police visited their home a few times
for domestic issues until they could no longer use military
housing. I’m checking to see if there was a history of abuse when
they lived off base.”

“I’m sure there is. Get the names of the posts
McKinney was stationed during the marriage. Use Crystal to find
vets who were stationed at the same time so I can get an idea of
the way things were handled on post before I go up the chain to ask
for records,” Max said.

Jace nodded.

Max thought over everything he’d just heard
from the three men, it didn’t look good. “It seems Sasha Loils has
been victimized over time by a military man who should’ve been her
first line of defense.” His thoughts traveled to Tamara and how
he’d react if a man hit her. He’d kill the bastard.

“Could be the reason she’s sticking to her
guns that you were the one who beat her,” Jace said.

“I’m sure the fact I wore the uniform plays
into her testimony,” Max said. “But there has to be more. It’s tied
into the men who jumped me in some way, one of them beat her, but
she swears it was me. I never saw her. There’s no way she should be
this positive, something’s off here. There has to be a way to
connect the dots, to make a case of mistaken identity.”

“Everyone I’ve talked with have nothing but
good things to say about her. Ms. Loils is a pillar in the
community, does a lot of volunteer work, helps the elderly, that
kind of thing. Everyone believes she’s stable and a good witness,”
Jace said standing. “There’s something we’ve missed, we’ll keep
talking to family and friends, something will break.”

Max hoped so. Right now, the case against him
looked solid. Nick had a lot of questions but they had few
answers.

“I’m not sure what Nick can do with this
information regarding her former husband’s abuse, considering her
recent assault that may not be the best avenue to drive down,”
Brock said.

“Good point. Let’s check every place they were
stationed, she may have said something or done something we can
use,” Max said.

“I’m on it,” Jace said.

“I got a few callbacks on the Helen Grant
deal,” Skinny said. “How you want me to handle it?”

“Deal with those first, when you’re done, come
back and help with this case,” Max said before Brock could
respond.

“Will do.” Skinny nodded and walked out with
Jace.

“This is bullshit. We aren’t any closer to
breaking her testimony and that’s not good,” Max said to Brock once
the front door closed.

“No, it’s not.”

Max’s lips lifted in a ghost of a smile at his
partner’s frank words. “If anything happens to me, promise you’ll
continue to search for my son.”

Brock took his time standing and facing Max,
who sat nearby. “No. If I promise, then it’s telling myself you
won’t be able to search for him and I can’t, won’t, admit that. Not
now, not tomorrow, not ever. So you need to think, think hard about
what happened that night. We’re going to do the cops' job and find
whoever set this up and clear you.”

Max nodded slowly, canceled the pity party
that had been forming in his thoughts. “That night…” he tried to
recall what happened and met a blank wall. He tried again and then
again. Nothing. “I don’t remember anything after the beating until
you picked me up. Give me some time, I’ll work on that.”

Brock nodded. “I’ll send Nick the files in a
few minutes. What are you going to do about Adele? Jose was my
friend, a close friend, and I’d walk through fire for him, but he’d
shoot this bitch if he could.”

Max sighed. “There are days I wish I’d
kidnapped Jose to keep him from marrying that woman.” He looked
over at Brock. “She’s taking money from some thug? We
sure?”

Brock nodded. “Not a thug, from Vincente
Baretti. Small in the grand scheme of things but well connected. I
came across a call she made to him while scanning the club for bugs
and checking incoming calls. She called him while I was in another
area of the club and the scanner picked it up. Then I checked her
bank accounts, she has a separate one for extra
money.”

Max’s brow rose at the emphasis placed on
extra. “Don’t tell me Adele’s a call girl.” He wouldn’t believe the
stuck up bitch would allow anyone to touch her.

“No. Not that. I meant she places the money
from Baretti in that account. It’s a nice amount too. What do you
think she’s doing to earn it?”

“Thoughts?” Max asked, too exhausted to expend
the energy. He was sure Brock had given the matter some
thought.

“You were jumped at a house where no one knew
you were headed. How’d they know you were coming?”

“Wait. That would tie her to Helen.” Max
slapped his thigh and sat forward. “Because I was tracking a lead
to Helen at that house.” He looked up at Brock with a tight smile.
“In fact, we’ve lost focus. This whole bogus charge happened when I
followed a lead to find Helen.” He looked at Brock, who stared at
him. “That’s the dots we’ve been missing. This Loils woman screamed
so loud about the assault we forgot the baseline.”

Brock nodded. “Damn, you’re right. And I
convinced you to pull the guys for this.”

“I didn’t. Skinny never stopped searching for
Helen and Kevin. I just couldn’t do that. I couldn’t live with
myself if anything… I kept him on the search.”

“Good. New thread… Vincente and Adele?
Vincente and Helen? Adele and Helen? Where’s the connection?” Brock
paced. “How’d she know to tell him where you were headed? And not
just this time, there have been several times we arrived minutes
too late. Has she been feeding them information since she returned?
Or did she replace someone else?”

Max’s head spun. So many questions, not enough
answers. “Ask her. The lawsuit’s a joke. I don’t want her at the
club, there’s no need to drag this out. Just take her somewhere and
ask about her connections. Explain her new situation in detail,
she’s cut off. She gets nothing else, nothing. I’ll have Nick make
it final. No matter what, I’m done with Adele after this. Take
Jace, he’s good.”

“Sounds like a plan. I’ll get on it after I
take care of these other things.” Brock placed his laptop in its
bag, followed by a few files. “You okay? Need anything?” he looked
at Max.

“I’m good. Tamara will be here soon, we’ll
grab a bite to eat and then I’ll take the meds.” He stretched and
winced at the pain in his chest.

“Okay, I’ll talk to you as soon as I find out
something,” Brock said, heading toward the door. He stopped and
looked outside. “Tamara’s here now. I’m leaving you in good hands.”
With a wave he stepped across the threshold.

Max heard voices and smiled when she walked
inside.

“Hi, how’re you doing?” she asked, heading
toward him.

“Better, now. Hungry?” The pain had increased
to barely tolerable, but he needed food before he could take the
cocktail of pills the doctor had given him.

“Yes. Let me put this down and I’ll get the
food out the car. I stopped and got a rotisserie chicken and some
fixings, figured you’d be hungry.” She placed a kiss on his cheek
and headed outside. He grabbed her hand and pulled her
back.

“I missed you.” Tugging on her arm, he drew
her in for a longer kiss. Swallowing her moan, he eased her down to
the arm of the chair and embraced her with one arm. She tasted like
vanilla and strawberries. “Ummm,” he said against her lips. “You
had a shake on the way home, did you bring me one?”

Her forehead rested against his as she caught
her breath. “Yeah, it’s melting in the car.”

He leaned back and chuckled. “Thanks, I
appreciate it.”

After two quick pecks on his lips that didn’t
qualify as kisses, she rose and headed out the door. He watched the
sway of her hips until she vanished from sight. Moving his
hardening cock to the side, he tapped his finger against the arm
rest to take his mind off the growing pain. Tamara’s kindness and
patience touched him. She never complained about the guys coming
and going, or them being interrupted by phone calls, she listened
to what he wanted to share, and didn’t push when he couldn’t go
further in his explanations. There were some things he didn’t want
her to know. His team didn’t always stay on the right side of the
law when gathering information.

For the first time in twenty years, he met a
woman who might understand him or at least be willing to try. Over
the years, he’d seen few military marriages or relationships last
beneath the pressure of deployments and the challenges of
re-entering life upon return. Seeing the depth of human cruelty,
the lack of concern for human life, unbelievable poverty and living
conditions changed a person on the inside.

He’d changed.

“Give me a second, I’ll warm this up and bring
you a plate. You need something to drink to take your pills?” She
passed him with two bags and headed into the kitchen.

“Yes, thank you.” Max leaned against the back
of the chair and closed his eyes. All of this, Carin’s lies, the
ambush, the breaking and entering charges, Adele’s betrayal… for
Helen? There was no other explanation. And who was this guy
Vincent? And why would he help Helen keep Kevin? He had to know the
boy wasn’t hers.

“Are you okay?” Tamara placed a plate and
glass on the tray table next to him.

“Um hmm, yeah, just thinking. A lot of stuff
not adding up, but we’re making progress. Where’d you go today?” he
asked over his shoulder when she headed back into the
kitchen.

“I picked up Charlene and we went to talk to
Sasha Loils,” she said, sitting in the chair across from him and
sipping her drink.

“What?” Max’s hand froze mid-air, he hadn’t
heard her correctly.

“I had a talk with Sasha Loils today.” She met
his gaze and then took a bite of chicken.

“What? Why? Was anybody there?” He couldn’t
believe she’d done that without telling him. Not that he would’ve
agreed, but she should’ve run it by him first. As Chief, everything
needed to be run by him.

Tamara met his stare, took another drink, and
then patted her mouth with her napkin. “I wanted to know who she
was on the inside.” She tapped her chest. “I wasn’t sure she’d been
victimized, and wanted to prove this was another scam.”

Max heart slammed in his chest at her sound of
defeat. “And did you?”

She shook her head but held his gaze. “No.
Someone beat that woman, she’s had a rough time.” Tamara told him
about the conversation, repeated many points, and answered his
questions. When she finished, he understood the undertone of
defeat.

“So you think she was genuine?”

“Yeah, she had the details down pat, even your
tattoo.”

“My tattoo? She saw my tattoo?” Max’s shirt
had been ripped but he couldn’t remember if his chest had been
visible.

Tamara nodded.

“What did she say?”

“Heart shaped, military symbols, she named
them but I don’t remember, why?”

Max looked at his cleaned plate, then took all
of his meds except the pain killer. He needed a clear head. “Look
at my tattoo.”

Tamara walked over and pulled up his shirt.
“Okay, heart shaped, military symbols…” Her eyes widened. “She
didn’t see Kevin’s name? How could she miss that, it’s huge and
makes the heart look warped.”

Max nodded with a smile. He’d added Kevin’s
name after the kidnapping. Few people knew about it. Certainly not
Helen or Sasha Loils, it seemed. Finally the break they needed.
“Can you pass me my phone?” He called Nick and kissed Tamara.
Hard-headed, stubborn and independent, she’d broken the
case.

“Nick? I think we found a way to break Sasha
Loils' testimony.”


Chapter Seventeen

 


 


The next morning, Max, Tamara, Nick, and Janis
Green, the Assistant DA, sat in a small conference room in the
county building.

“Are you suggesting someone coached Ms. Loils
and that the information she gave is not true?” Green asked
Nick.

“What I’m saying is she got her facts
confused, and based on her history with military types, I believe
she’s obsessed with making one of them pay for the abuse she
received while married to a serviceman,” Nick said.

“Ms. Loils has agreed to return for
questioning, I’m going to ask her to describe the man she saw, if
it is the same as she said before, I’ll ask for more details. I am
not going to push her, this woman has been through
enough.”

“I agree. My client has also been through hell
behind this, all we want is the truth and justice,” Nick
said.

Green nodded and looked at her phone. “She’s
here, I’m going to lead the three of you to an observation room.
Remain there until I return to talk to you.”

“Okay,” Nick said, rising.

Tamara stood behind Max’s borrowed wheelchair
and pushed. A few moments later, they entered a small darkened room
with a table and a few chairs. She parked the chair in a position
close to the glass so he could see everything in the
room.

Sasha Loils sat at a table with a younger
woman talking. She looked relaxed, secure.

“I’ll be back,” Green said, looking over her
shoulder. “I hope you’re not wasting my time, Nick.”

“Janis, I’ll buy you dinner anywhere you
choose, if I am. But I’m not. Ask the questions, she’ll get them
wrong.” He sounded confident, which pleased Max. They’d discussed a
number of ways to get Loils to break her testimony, and decided on
this strategy before contacting the DA’s office. Tamara stood near
the wall watching. Max sat on the other side, leaving the middle
for him.

Ms. Green walked into the other room with her
hand outstretched. “Hello, Ms. Loils, thanks for coming. We’re
hoping to get this case to trial as soon as possible. I know you
want the guilty person punished.”

Loils nodded. “That man, the SEAL guy, Max
Delgado, he’s the one who did this.” She touched her face, which
still showed signs of bruises.

“His defense is going to ask how are you sure
it was Officer Delgado, it was dark outside and in the house. He
claims he stumbled around the living room and left. The technicians
found his prints in the living room and the entry door, not in the
back where you say he beat you.”

Loils waved her hands. “It doesn’t matter what
his big, fancy, expensive lawyer says. I saw him, a piece of his
shirt was left in my house. He broke in and beat me… I don’t know
why, maybe he’s got some kind of PTSD.”

“Could you describe what you saw that night,
please?”

“Again? I’ve already told you.”

“I understand Ms. Loils. But I need all the
help I can get to take this case to trial. His lawyer says you did
not see Officer Delgado that night, he says you saw someone
else.”

Loils leaned forward. “I saw him. He’s tall,
with dark kinda wavy hair, has a scar on his chin, right here.” She
placed her finger on her chin. “Gray eyes, long thick lashes…” She
paused and closed her eyes.

“Ms. Loils? Ms. Loils?” Atty. Green called
after a prolonged silence.

“One second, I’m trying to see him again… his
shirt was torn, ripped, half on and off, he has a tattoo, right
here,” she pointed to her chest, “it’s a heart, with a SEAL team
number, SEAL logo, Navy logo and another one inside. I saw it when
he came close to me, his chest was in my face.”

“How close would you say he was when he struck
you?” Green asked.

Loils placed her hand in front of her face,
not quite a foot away.

“Was the light on in the room?”

“Yes, the light was on in the room where I was
tied to a chair.”

“Did you say he tied you to the
chair?”

“No. I don’t know who tied me to the chair. I
was knocked out. When I came to, that man walked up to me and
started hitting me. That’s when I saw his face and
everything.”

Green pushed back from the table. “Excuse me
for one moment. Ms. Loils, can my assistant get you anything to
drink?”

“Yes, some water please.”

The young woman nodded and left the
room.

“I want to thank you for your help. I just
need to take care of one thing and I’ll be right back.” The door
opened and her assistant walked in with a bottle of
water.

“Thank you,” Loils said, taking the offered
bottle.

“Be right back,” Green said over her shoulder
as she left the room. Seconds later she entered the room with Max
and the others.

“Okay, since you showed me your tattoo I know
she’s lying. I don’t know why, but there’s no way she could’ve been
that close and not noticed your son’s name. And the level of
detail, she knew those symbols, which means you may be on to
something about her dislike of military men. None of which helps me
solve this case.”

“True, but I’m filing for dismissal of charges
against my client. We believe this woman is involved, or at the
very least, knows the woman who kidnapped my client’s son. I’d like
to question her,” Nick said.

“What kind of questions?”

Max was surprised she didn’t say no right
away.

“I want to know who showed her a picture of
Max’s tattoo. Not many people have seen it, since it has his unit
number. He keeps that private. Someone he trusted gave her that
information. I have an idea, but I’d like to know who. Chances are,
they administered the beating to this woman as well, blindfolded
her so she wouldn’t know them. For the most part, I think she’s
telling the truth as far as she knows, someone else colored blocks
of information so that the villain looked like my
client.”

Atty. Green glanced at Max and then nodded.
“I’ll ask those questions when I inform her we’re dropping the
charges against your client. No one is to approach her, maybe she’s
gotten her information mixed up or something. Those marks didn’t
just appear on her face. Someone beat the hell out of her.
Understood?”

Nick nodded and held his hands out in front of
him. “We’d just like to know who told her that information so my
client can find his son. Like I said before, he’s a victim as
well.”

Max appreciated Nick’s help in finding Kevin
and hoped Loils would say something he could use.

Green left the room and entered the
interrogation room where Loils still sat. She pulled her jacket
together and looked down at the woman. “I had to drop the charges
against Officer Delgado.”

The color drained from Loils' face. Her lips
trembled and then she shot up from her seat. “What do you mean? He…
he hit me,” she screamed. “He should pay…!”

Green moved her hands in a calm-down motion.
“Someone hit you, there’s no question of that, we intend to
continue the investigation, but by your own words, it wasn’t
Officer Delgado. You missed critical information that if it were
him, you wouldn’t have missed.”

Loils eyes widened and then her face reddened
as she pointed at Green. “You… you’re just like the rest of them.
Pretending to care, to listen and then… poof, you do nothing. You
let him get away with anything.”

“Who’re you talking about? Your ex-husband?
When he beat you? No one did anything when you reported
him?”

Loils jerked back, her hand flew to her mouth
as her eyes darted around the room. “What are you talking
about?”

Green’s voice softened. “I want to help you,
but you didn’t describe Officer Delgado.”

“What do you mean? I did…” She frowned and
moved her lips. “I described him just as I saw him.”

“Where’d you see his picture?”

“It was…wait, what?” She narrowed her eyes at
Green. “Who said I saw his picture?”

“You did. When you described his
tattoo.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“It’s the only way you could’ve seen that much
detail. I’ve seen his tattoo, and at a closer distance without
ducking from blows to my head and face, and I couldn’t see all of
that, not in the time frame you claim. So the only way for you to
have seen it is if someone showed you a picture.”

“I… I….”

“It’s okay, Sasha, I want to put the man or
men who beat you behind bars, but you have to help me. Who showed
you the picture?”

Sasha’s face shuttered tight. Max saw it and
knew they wouldn’t get anything else from her.

“No one showed me anything. I saw that man, I
picked him out of a line-up and a group of pictures. I know what I
saw. But if a man has money and friends, he can do anything he
wants to avoid justice. I thought this small town would be
different, but I see it’s the same as living in Raleigh or some
large city. No justice for the little person.”

“I believe in justice for all, but not those
who protect their abusers. When you want justice, and you’re ready
to tell the whole story, this office is ready and willing to
prosecute the guilty. But only the guilty.” Green backed away from
the table while holding Loils' gaze.

“So that’s it, he’s free because you think
he’s innocent?” Sasha asked.

“No. What I think about Officer Delgado is
irrelevant. It’s your recounting of events that made it clear he
was not the person who attacked you. Based on what you said, I
cannot prosecute him.”

“What are you talking about? I told you
everything, gave a good description of him. What did I get
wrong?”

Green shook her head and grabbed her bag.
“Thank you for coming in, Ms. Loils. If you think of anything else
that can help in the investigation of this case, please let my
office know.”

“You can’t let him go, he’ll kill her,” Loils
screamed.

The Assistant DA froze and looked at the woman
shaking so hard it seemed like she’d fall. “He’s a murderer, a
killer, a woman beater and deadbeat father who travels around the
world killing for money. That’s… that’s the kind of man you’re
protecting. A man who beat the mother of his child until she
couldn’t walk or talk to anyone… too ashamed to leave and too
afraid to stay. His apologies are lies. You set this man free and
he’ll do it again, except the next woman he hits won’t be able to
talk or defend herself. And it’ll be your fault… your fault.” She
pointed a shaking finger at Green while scrubbing the tears from
her cheek.

Tamara wiped the tear from her eye as she
watched Sasha Loils fall apart. Someone had taken advantage of this
woman’s pain and capitalized on her fear. As she listened to the
heartbreaking stories of physical and mental abuse Loils suffered,
she wished things had been different. That the justice system
hadn’t failed, and Sasha had been spared.

“I agree with you Sasha, the men who did this
should be punished. Tell me who assaulted you. If you have proof it
was Officer Delgado, I’ll arrest him. But right now it’s his word
against yours, and your facts are wrong.”

“They always win!” Sasha screamed and turned
her back to the glass, her shoulders shook while she held her
face.

Green looked toward the glass and then back at
Loils. “Help me, help me to win for you. Tell me who showed you the
picture.”

“She’s old. She can’t fight for
herself.”

Tamara blinked back tears.

“Finally,” Nick whispered.

Tamara glanced at Max. He sat forward in his
chair with his fingertips steepled beneath his chin. If his eyes
hadn’t been so dark, she’d have thought this whole ordeal had no
affect on him. She would’ve been wrong.

“It doesn’t matter how old she is, if someone
hurt her, we can help,” Green said, replacing her bag in the
chair.

Sasha threw her head back and looked up at the
ceiling. “You don’t understand. He beat her when she threatened to
turn him in for punishing that sweet little boy. He threatened to
kill her if she told anyone.”

Tamara’s heart fell. Max had been right, this
whole lie had been connected to Helen. What kind of woman went
through all of this to keep another person’s child?” She moved
closer to Max and held his hand. He squeezed hers but didn’t
speak.

“Did she show you pictures? Is that how she
proved he was abusive?” Green stood behind the chair while waiting
for an answer.

After a few moments, Loils nodded. “Yeah.
Pictures of his ex-girlfriend, who is now dead.” She turned slowly
to face Green. “Pictures of her face after he used her as a
punching bag.” Her red face twisted, she slammed her open palm onto
the table, toppling the empty water bottle. “Oh yeah, she showed me
pictures of that monster, abuser of innocents. Leaving, always
leaving, and returning so full of hate and anger that it explodes
on everyone they claim to love. But they don’t know what love is…
it never hurts… and leaves scars… or kills.”

Loils gulped air and closed her eyes. “You say
he’s innocent because I missed a clue, but he’s not innocent. None
of them are, they all have blood on their hands. Not all foreign
blood either. He’s no different than the rest who come home torn up
inside. When he kills her, you’ll remember I warned you. Just
remember I warned you about him.”

Tamara couldn’t process the emotions racing
through her at Loils' confession. “Is she saying you hit Helen and
she saw pictures? And that you threatened the woman if she told
people you… what? Hit Kevin? Or is this about someone else? Or a
generalization? That doesn’t make sense.”

“None of it makes sense,” Nick said. He looked
down. “Helen and Carin created a case against you; they’ve been
building this for a long time. You don’t gain this type of loyalty
overnight. I’d say the same bastards who beat her, beat Helen,
possibly Carin, for pictures. Pictures she showed certain people
who’d sympathize with her.”

“Women who experienced similar types of abuse…
they formed a bond,” Tamara said, amazed. “What I don’t understand
is why doesn’t Helen leave and go to Idaho or North Dakota or New
York and get lost. Why stay in North Carolina?”

“I think Nick hit the reason on the head.
Carin didn’t expect to die, they set this whole thing up so that I
would lose custody of Kevin. Imagine those pictures, plus Helen and
Carin’s testimony against me. I could lose everything, or at least
I think that was a part of their plan,” Max said.

“This is ridiculous,” Tamara said. “Why
doesn’t she adopt? Or take a foster kid? Why go through all of
this? Why Kevin? It still doesn’t make sense.” She couldn’t wrap
her mind around the lengths Helen went through to keep Kevin from
Max.

No one spoke. They continued to watch Loils
and Green talk about the abuse the woman suffered over the years at
the hands of her ex-husband. The man was still in the military and
was about to remarry. He’d threatened Sasha on numerous occasions,
until she found the courage to leave and divorce him. For years
she’d feared he’d come after her, but he never did.

“I met her at our support group. There’s ten
of us who come together and talk or listen or just hang around
others who understand what we’ve been through. The military favors
those who serve, sometimes spouses get a bad deal.”

“I’ve heard stories of abuse and high divorce
rates,” Green said, sounding sympathetic.

“Most civilians don’t understand. It’s
different when your man’s in the service, they have a brotherhood
of sorts, they protect each other even when… even when things are
wrong sometimes. There’s a code, you can’t just talk to anybody
about it.”

“So you met the woman at a support group and
she told everyone what happened?”

Sasha nodded. “Yeah. They gave her a hard time
at first, claimed it didn’t sound right. But after she showed the
pictures and bought in her boy, they believed. I believed her right
away, didn’t need to see the pictures.”

“So she came to your local support group and
you became friends?”

“Yeah, she had to drive a little ways but said
it was worth it.”

“Sasha, who do you think hit you?”

Tamara watched Max text support groups to
Brock. His head flew up at the last question.

Sasha opened her mouth and then closed it. “I
was blindfolded and have no idea if it wasn’t Delgado. I thought it
was him. Really, I did.”

Green nodded. “Do you want us to search for
the man or men who attacked you?” She held out her hand when Loils
nodded. “Even if it means talking to the woman who set Officer
Delgado up?”

“No. Absolutely not.” Loils slid back and
stood so fast the chair hit the floor. “No way.”

“Okay, the reason I asked is she had to know
something, or someone, who could set this whole thing in motion.
Officer Delgado is not a small man, yet he was pushed into your
home and attacked by three men while you were blindfolded in the
back. They beat him and then beat you. Your friend suggested you
blame Officer Delgado, instead of trying to find out the real
perpetrators of this crime. Think on that, because like I said
before, the bruises on your face are real.”

Sasha’s hand flew to her face, and then she
removed it slowly. “I have nothing else to say to you.”

Green nodded and stood. “Are you sure? I just
want to help you.”

Loils didn’t respond as she headed toward the
door.

“Okay, thank you for coming in. Be
careful.”

Loils stared a moment longer, tightened her
grip on her bag and strode from the room.

 


 



Chapter Eighteen

 


 


Brock pulled up at the same warehouse Max had
used to ask Eugene Page, Tamara’s ex-husband, questions last month.
He smiled at the idea of Adele sitting inside waiting for him with
Jace and Skinny as company. Neither man thought highly of her
despite her stunning good looks.

He stepped inside and saw Skinny standing in
front of a door. The man gave him a ghost of a smile before nodding
and walking off. Brock had two men watching the building who would
contact him if Vincente or his men came snooping around.

Brock glanced at his watch and wondered how
Max, Tamara and Nick were doing at the District Attorney’s office.
Since he hadn’t heard anything yet, he assumed Nick’s plan was on
target. Now, to pull this loose string and see where it took
them.

“Hello, Adele,” Brock said, opening the
door.

“Oh hell,” she said, rolling her eyes and
turning aside in the chair. “You sent your goons to pick me up
instead of just coming to my house and talking to me? How low are
you guys gonna go? After this stunt, you don’t have that much
further to hit rock bottom.”

Brock glanced at Jace and nodded.

Jace pulled out his phone, and after a few
clicks started reading. “June 5th 2009, subject left DT
Hotel with H. J. Simmons, embraced and kissed before subject drove
off. June 12th, subject meets H. J. Simmons at RL
Restaurant on Hargett Street, afterward subject and Simmons walk a
few blocks to Simmons' condo. Subject leaves the next
morning.”

Brock watched Adele’s face morph from surprise
to horror to disdain as Jace read the proof of her infidelity to
Jose. After five minutes she threw up her hand. Brock was surprised
it took her that long.

“What the hell is going on? You want to talk
about something that happened five years ago? That’s old
news.”

“Jose didn’t know.” Brock watched her mouth
open and then snap shut.

“He… we were having…”

Brock shook his head. “No… no you weren’t.
Jose had just taken out a loan to buy you that Mercedes. All this
happened days after we deployed. You drove the new car he bought
you to meet your lover.”

She jumped up. “I’m leaving.”

Jace stood and placed his hand on her
shoulder.

“Not yet. Not until I explain a few things to
you.”

“I don’t want to hear anything… don’t touch
me,” she snapped at Jace as he pushed her down into the
chair.

Brock placed his foot on top of a wooden crate
and met her narrowed gaze. “Jose was my brother. And Max’s brother.
The three of us were going to start a business when we got out the
military. You knew this, I was with him when he told you. Of course
you lied, claimed to support his dream until after you got married.
Then you changed.”

“I don’t see what discussing my marriage
–”

“You talked him into spending his money,
buying that car, a house, and a new wardrobe.”

“I was his wife. He was supposed to take care
of me first. Not some dream. There’s nothing wrong with
that.”

“No. But you used my brother. We promised to
protect you and provide for you after his death, but you violated
the rules. Betrayed our trust. This meeting is to inform you that
you’re no longer family. No longer under our protection and will no
longer be provided for.”

Her face fell. “Because I cheated on him? That
happened years before he died. We made up and were planning a
family.” She looked at him, then Jace, and then him again. “What
does this mean?”

Brock stared at her but remained
silent.

“Answer me, Brock. What does this mean, I’m
not in the family? What family? I don’t know about any
family.”

“You know Jose didn’t have any money to invest
in the business, yet Max gave you a percentage so you’d be taken
care of. Jose didn’t have any insurance, but your car and home were
paid off. Every month, you receive a check in addition to whatever
you get from the military or the restaurant. That’s family, we’ve
been taking care of you because of Jose, my brother. That’s over.”
He put his foot on the ground and turned. In his mind he started
counting.

“Brock, wait,” Adele yelled before he reached
the door.

With his back turned to her, he smiled. He
hadn’t counted to three before she caved. “What?”

“What did I do? I mean… you said I violated
the rules. Is it the changes I made at the restaurant, because Max
canceled those. I’m cleaning toilets, sweeping floors, picking up
trash, and you say I violated some rule. What rule?”

Brock faced her and crossed his arms over his
chest. “Why are you doing those things, Adele? Why do you need to
be in the restaurant so bad that you are willing to clean toilets
and sweep the floor?”

The color drained from her face and she looked
away.

“Why would you help someone hurt my brother? A
man who takes care of you and the rest of the family?
Why?”

She shook her head and didn’t
answer.

“Difference between Max and me, is this. He’d
send you packing and tell you to never show your face around the
place again.”

She dropped her face into her
hands.

“But I’d make sure you never came back. He’s a
real humanitarian. I’m not. Family’s all I got. I watch out for my
brothers and their families. You fucked up.” He took a step forward
and she scooted back in her chair.

“Family is family,” Jace said looking down at
her.

“Wait, wait … wait!” She held her hand out
toward Brock. “It’s not what you think. I just wore a device,
that’s all. I don’t know what it’s for and don’t care. But I didn’t
hurt anybody.”

Jace opened his palm and showed Brock the
small gadget. “I did a quick scan when I picked her up, and took it
before we brought her here.”

Brock took and looked at it. “Hmm. This makes
a lot of sense.”

“What? What is it?” Adele asked.

“Nothing. You didn’t answer my question.” He
returned the device to Jace.

“I didn’t do anything other than wear the
device, I swear. I don’t know what he did with the information he
received.”

“Who are you talking about? Who paid you to
betray the people who took care of you and made sure you were
safe?”

“Safe? What are you talking about?”

“Answer the question or I walk out of here and
let shit happen.”

“What question?”

“Who’s the asshole you sold Max out to?” he
yelled.

She looked at him, licked her lips a few
times, and then closed her eyes. “Vince. Vince Barreti,” she said
in a low voice.

“Who is he to you?”

“Nobody. An old boyfriend. Just someone who
used to help me out now and then.”

“How’d he get you involved in
this?”

“He called in a favor. I owed him from way
back. He sent me a ticket, set things up for me to walk into the
restaurant, and you know the rest. It was just money, no one was
supposed to get hurt.”

“Kevin’s been missing for over eight months,
this bastard used you to stay a step ahead of Max.”

She leaned forward and pointed at him. “Don’t
blame that on me, I haven’t been here that long. If Vince is after
Max and using his son, I don’t have anything to do with
that.”

“What’s the connection between Vincente and
Helen Grant?”

“Who? The old lady? The babysitter? I don’t
know what you’re talking about.”

“Why is Vince involved? Max didn’t know he
existed until I told him about your connection. They don’t have any
history. That leaves Helen, the kidnapper. There has to be
something.”

“I don’t know.” She shook her head,
mumbling.

“Where is Vince from?” Jace asked.

“Memphis. I met him after high
school.”

“Is that his real name?”

She chuckled. “No, of course not. We don’t use
our real names. Names tie us to our real pasts, and no one wants to
remember that bullshit.”

Brock’s brow rose but he remained silent while
Jace questioned her.

“What’s his real name?”

“Vince. Vince Stevenson.”

“Is his family still there?”

“No. Yes. I don’t know. He never talked about
his family. Something happened and he moved to North Carolina to
stay with a relative. I ran into him years later in New York, and
kept in touch online.”

Jace glanced at Brock and continued
questioning Adele. Brock turned away and typed in the name Vince
Stevens to start a remote search. He’d make a few calls when he got
to his office, and by the end of the day, they should uncover the
connection between Helen and Vince.

Brock looked over his shoulder at Adele, who
was in the middle of a break-down. Frowning, he looked at Jace who
shrugged.

“What’s wrong with you, Adele?”

“I just wanted to make enough money so I could
leave town and start over, but when Vince finds out I talked to
you, he’ll come after me.”

Brock met Jace’s mocking gaze. “You’re worried
about the wrong person coming after you.”

She lifted her eyes and stared at him.
“What?”

“Did you hear me say Max has been without his
son, his four-year-old child, for eight months, and you helped
those bastards? How do you think he’s going to feel? What would you
do if someone did that to you?”

“B-b-but… I didn’t know. I mean I don’t like
Max, but I wouldn’t do anything like that.”

For the first time since he entered the room
Brock sensed she finally understood the gravity of her
mistake.

“Seriously, Brock. I didn’t have anything to
do with Kevin. Tell Max, tell him that I didn’t.”

Brock just looked at her.

“Please, he gets crazy over his kid. I swear
to you I did not know anything about Vince and Kevin. I wouldn’t do
that. No, I wouldn’t.” She held her hands toward him as tears ran
unchecked down her face.

“Have you told us everything you know about
this guy, Vince?” Brock spat his name.

“Yes. Well, no. I answered his questions.” She
looked behind at Jace and then turned a pleading gaze to
Brock.

“Take her to the house, keep her there just in
case those punks come looking for her.” He looked at Adele.
“Consider this your last family meal, protection until Kevin is
returned. After that everything is over.”

“Brock, I’m sorry.” She stood and waited for
Jace who handed Brock a small recorder.

“You’ll need to convince Max of that. I’m sure
he’ll want to talk to you later.”

 


 



Chapter Nineteen

Helen rolled over and looked at Kevin. He lay
so still, so peaceful. She pushed up and stared. The child was too
still.

“Kevin?” Concerned, she leaned over and
touched his forehead. It was hotter than before. “Kevin? Kevin
honey, wake up.” She stood slowly, every joint complained as she
moved toward him. “Kevin?” She placed both palms on his cheeks and
moved his face.

He grimaced but didn’t wake up. Her heart
slammed against her chest, she staggered and grabbed hold of the
arm of the chair to keep from falling. “Kevin, wake up,” she said
louder, and pushed his small shoulder.

There was no response. Fear choked her. She
tried to swallow and couldn’t. “Oh Lord, he’s sick, worse than
before. What to do?” She stared down at her boy. Her beautiful,
sweet child, and traced a finger down his face. “You’re hot. You
need a doctor,” she whispered, and then grabbed the bottle of
liquid medicine. Holding his head up from the bed, she poured a
little in his mouth and then massaged his throat to get it down. He
coughed and bucked.

“Please just drink this for mommy,” she said,
while trying to get him to drink more. He swallowed a little more
and then pursed his lips together.

“Okay… that’s enough. Good boy.” She placed a
kiss on his forehead and held him a little longer. He was too hot.
She looked around for her keys. Her gaze landed on her phone and
she remembered her promise to Vince.

Thank God for Vince, he’d know what to do.
Heart racing, she grabbed the phone and punched in his number. He
answered on the second ring.

“You okay?”

“No. Kevin’s hot, hotter than before. He won’t
wake up. I … I can’t wake him. He needs a doctor. Please… I can’t
wake him.”

“Alright. My men are outside. I’ll have them
come and take him to the hospital, what about you? Are you feeling
okay?”

Her head spun with all the movement and she
saw spots. “Yes, yes I’m fine. I’m much better. It’s Kevin, he’s
too small, he needs help.”

“Okay.”

She took the cup of lukewarm water from the
table, dipped her fingers inside and sprinkled water across his
forehead. “Mommy’s going get her baby to the hospital so you can
get all better,” she whispered.

The front door opened and she spun around,
shielding Kevin. The man in front held up his hands, palms facing
front.

“Vince sent us to take the boy to the
hospital.”

She exhaled and looked around. “Where’s my
purse?” Seeing it in the corner, she moved as quickly as she could,
grabbed it, and headed toward the door behind the guy holding
Kevin.

Two men blocked the door as she approached.
“Ma’am, Vince said for you to stay here.”

“No.” She kept walking and bumped into
him.

“Ma’am, he doesn’t want you to go with the
boy. It’s safer for you to stay here.”

“No. I’m going. You tell Vince if my son
leaves without me, I will never speak to him again. He knows how I
feel about my children. Now move out of my way.” She pushed and
shoved, gaining little ground. The two men easily held her in
place.

“Move out of my way,” she screamed. “Don’t you
dare take my baby anywhere without me.”

“Move. Vince says to take her along. He’s
going to meet us,” the guy holding Kevin said. They locked the door
and walked to the car.

Out of breath, Helen teetered while gasping
for air. She tried to raise her finger and it fell to her side.
“Tell him…” she gasped to bring more air into her lungs. “Tell him
don’t play with me like… like that.”

“Yes, Ma’am. I’ll tell him. We need to get
moving.” He moved over so she could sit next to him and Kevin while
the two other men sat up front. She smoothed the hair on his small
head with a trembling hand.

“Not again, Lord, not again,” she murmured,
and sent up prayer that history would not repeat itself. That she
would not be robbed of her son again. Bending forward, she placed a
kiss on his forehead and laid her cheek against it for a few
seconds. Hot. She closed her eyes in prayer and hoped God would be
merciful this time.

Forty years ago this April, Jason, her sweet
boy, died. Even now her heart clenched tight with pain in
remembrance. He’d been so full of life, everyone loved him. Her
thumb ran across Kevin’s forehead while her thoughts tumbled back
in time.

That day had started similar to any other,
sunny, bright, and full of promise. Jason had been running in the
back yard while she hung a basket of clothes on the line to
dry.

“Watch where you’re going, don’t get too close
to the clothes.” Her mind had been on all the chores she needed to
finish before her husband Greg came home. A side of beef sat in the
sink defrosting, clothes needed ironing and putting away. That day
she dusted and vacuumed. In her mind, she could see him running and
laughing, so happy and carefree.

“Mommy, can you play with me? I’m a choo-choo
train.”

“Not now, I’ve got a lot of things to do. We
can play later.” She returned to the laundry area to wring out the
next load and hang them on the line. How long had it been before
she realized Jason wasn’t in the back yard? Concentrating, she
stopped moving her thumb as the movie clip in her mind stalled.
Mother’s intuition or something made her call his name. When he
didn’t answer, she walked around to the front yard to look for
him.

He was across the street, pretending to be a
train. Relieved, she called his name and waved.

“Mama,” he yelled, waving and smiling, and
then he took off running… right in front of a large delivery truck.
She could still see and hear the impact of the truck hitting his
small body. By the time she reached him on the side of the road,
the joy and laughter from seconds before was gone. Life from that
moment changed, her reason for living dimmed. Her husband left two
years later.

When the call came to allow a distant cousin,
Vincente, stay with her for a few days, she’d said no. Two days
later, he arrived with a suitcase and moved in. Things between her
and the angry teen had been rough at first, but after a while she
appreciated having someone in the house. He chased away her
loneliness and gave her a reason to cook and clean and live again.
A lot of the neighbors turned their noses up at him, called him
names, and accused him of criminal activities. She didn’t know if
he did or not, she never asked. He was her boy, and that’s all that
mattered.

After Vincente left for prison, he insisted
she move into a nicer neighborhood. That’s when she met a pregnant
Carin. Helen had been horrified at the idea of Carin being a
mother. There was nothing maternal about Kevin’s mother, and she
admitted that to Helen during one of their long talks. Helen
volunteered to help raise Kevin before he was born, took Carin to
some of her doctor’s appointments, made sure she ate and rested.
When Carin’s water broke, Max was out of town. Helen took her to
the hospital, and was in the delivery room when Kevin first opened
his eyes. Later, when the nurse brought him into Carin’s room,
Carin handed him to her and said. “Here’s your son, take care of
him.”

Despite the fact she didn’t birth him, she
loved him from the very first and would do anything to make sure he
survived.


Chapter Twenty

 


 


Max, Nick, Janis Green, and Vargas sat in a
small conference room in Nick’s office.

“Thanks for coming Janis, Detective,” Nick
said as he passed out folders to each of them. “As you know, my
client has been searching for his son, Kevin, for the past nine
months with no success. When he left on his last overseas job, he
left his son in the care of this woman.” He pointed to a picture of
Helen. “She’d been in the boy’s life since he was born. My client
thought highly of her and had no reason to think she’d kidnap his
child. We’ve come into information we didn’t have before. If you
look through the pages you’ll get a better idea of who the real
Helen Grant is. A mother, wife, teacher, friend, manipulator, and
kidnapper.”

Nick picked up another picture. “Recently we
discovered a connection between Helen Grant and Vincente Baretti,
whose real name is Vince Stevens. The two are related and Stevens
lived with Grant for eight years until he went to
prison.”

“Nasty character, got a long rap sheet. Heard
he moved up the ladder for some heavy weights in Virginia,”
Detective Vargas said, reading the information on Vince from the
file.

“We believe he’s the reason my client has been
unable to find his son. We also believe it was his men who
assaulted Sasha Loils and my client,” Nick said, pointing at
another page of information in the folder.

“I’ve already dismissed the charges against
Officer Delgado, what do you need from me, Nick?” Green asked and
looked at her watch.

“I’d like a warrant issued for Helen Grant’s
arrest.”

“Based on?” She looked through the pages in
the file.

“Questioning, just have her brought in for
questioning, doesn’t need to be an arrest,” Nick said.

She closed the file and looked at Max and then
Nick. “I’m a mother and I cannot imagine what you’ve gone through
the past nine months. The thought that… well, I sympathize with
you.” She tapped the folder and looked at Nick again. “You could’ve
asked me this over the phone, why have us come here after work? Is
something else going on?”

“This guy, Vince, has been a step ahead of my
client, we aren’t sure how, but in order to get his son we’re going
on the offensive.”

She frowned. “Which means?”

“Tightening communications, limiting exposure,
digging deeper to find information to lead us to Kevin.”

She nodded and looked at Detective Vargas.
“The kidnapping charge was filed months ago, I can get the order to
bring her in for questioning. What’s your take on all
this?”

“I think a crime of the worst order has been
perpetrated against a man who served and gave his best to his
country. Anything I can do to right this wrong, I will. I’ve sent
notices to every police department in the state and am monitoring
hospital reports for new cases of strep patients.”

“Strep? Why?” She frowned and leaned back in
her chair.

Max explained what the doctor told him at the
hospital. With each word her jaw tightened, and by the time he was
done, her face was red.

“Damn. There’s something wrong with that
woman. I agree, if she’s found, the warrant will allow her to be
picked up immediately. What she did at that hospital is enough to
bring her in.” She shook her head. “You never know what’ll cause a
person to snap.” She looked at Nick, and Max saw the light of
battle or determination in her eyes, he wasn’t sure which. It
didn’t matter as long as she helped him find Kevin.

“I’ll take care of this immediately. Anything
else?”

“No. Just let me know when you hear anything.
Kevin needs to get to a doctor, that’ll be our main focus. She has
to take him somewhere.”

“Will she?” Green glanced at Max and then back
at Nick. “She has to know what’ll happen to her if she takes him to
a hospital. Do you think she’ll sacrifice herself to save
him?”

“I pray to God she does, Janis. Otherwise
we’re out of options,” Nick said, placing his hand on Max’s
shoulder. “We don’t have a plan for anything else.”

She nodded, glanced at Max and stood. “I’ll
take care of this, just make sure it gets pushed to the areas where
she’s been seen. It won’t do any good if she checks into a hospital
and we miss her.”

“That’s already in the works. We just need the
police to pick her up before her relative takes her away. It’ll
make things a lot easier. We plan to press charges,” Nick
said.

“I’m sure you will.” She nodded at them and
left the room.

“That went well,” Nick said, rubbing his hands
together, then picking up a page. “Vincente is not the type of guy
who’ll step aside and allow Helen to be arrested. I don’t want to
know how you and your men intend to handle this, just stay on the
right side of the law,” he said, glancing at Max and then
Vargas.

“I didn’t want to say anything in front of
Janis, but this guy is a nasty piece of work. He rose through the
ranks by killing and sabotaging the competition. People who cross
him disappear, permanently. No bodies, no witnesses. He’s been
getting away with murder for years,” Vargas said with a shake of
his head.

Max nodded and mumbled his favorite
saying.

“What?” Vargas asked.

“God will judge our enemies, we’ll arrange the
meeting,” Max said, meeting Vargas’ gaze. “I got no problem with
the way he handles business, as long as he has no problem with the
way I handle mine.”

Vargas straightened and looked at Nick, who
was reading a page from the file. “I’m with your attorney; I don’t
want to know anything. You have the file on him. I’ll contact you
as soon as I hear anything. Deal?”

Max nodded. “Deal. Thanks, man I appreciate
it.”

“Enough to allow me into your
club?”

“If you have a Vet card, yeah.” Max said,
knowing the Detective had never served.

“Can I have honorary status?” Vargas said,
walking to the door holding the files.

“That’s earned my friend, one day I’ll explain
how you can do that.”

“You already told me, I’d have to complete
SEREs training. We both know I can’t do that.”

Max tapped his forehead with his finger. “It
starts up here.”

Vargas nodded and waved as he left the room.
Max shifted in his seat.

“You okay? Need anything?”

He looked across the table at Nick. “No. Not
yet. Tamara should be here soon, I’ll need to take something in the
next hour.”

“Tamara’s a good woman.” Nick leaned back in
his chair and stared at Max. “She got a bad break with Eugene, he
used her and hurt her bad.”

“She told me a few things that went down. You
were there… during that time, right?” Max watched Nick
closely.

“Yeah. I testified against her in divorce
court. Eugene lied and pulled me and Susan into the mud with him. I
wonder if we hadn’t been involved…” He looked at Max. “Would she
have lost it all, the business, her home, everything? I don’t know.
But I hate the role I played in her downfall.”

Max heard the sincere pain in Nick’s voice.
“She understands and isn’t holding it against you. As long as it
never happens again, it’s all good.” He stressed the word
never.

Nick nodded. “I was thinking along the same
lines for you. Like I said, she’s good people, don’t mess her over
or cause her unnecessary grief or life as you know it will change
in an instant. I owe her and I always pay my debts.”

Max leaned back and smiled. “Are you warning
or threatening me?”

Nick pushed his glasses up his nose. “No, I
never threaten. I’m promising severe retribution if you mess her
over. This is the kind of promise you can bank on, it’s that
certain.” The man didn’t smile or show any signs that he was
anything other than serious.

“Well, good to know we understand each other,”
Max said. “Neither of us is allowed to hurt my woman.”

 



Chapter Twenty-one

 


Sasha was biting her nail as she paced the
small confines of the living room. She’d promised to call Helen
when she left the DA’s office. Things didn’t go as smoothly as
they’d planned. What had she missed? She’d studied pictures of
Delgado for days and knew him like the back of her hand. Yet that
blasted woman said she’d gotten something wrong.

Helen would understand it wasn’t her fault.
She’d given it her best shot. Convinced she had done all she could
for her dear friend, she dug out the private cell phone Helen had
given her and placed the call.

Helen answered on the second ring.

“Sasha dear, are you okay? I hadn’t heard from
you and got worried.”

Sasha calmed at the kind tone and relaxed. “It
took longer than I thought. They had me repeating the same thing
over and over again.”

“That’s the way they do things.” Helen
coughed. “Excuse me, I’ve been a little under the weather lately.
My cousin is taking Kevin and me to the hospital. I’m not sure
which one we’re going to, but hopefully we’ll be there
soon.”

Sasha frowned and looked at the phone before
replacing it to her ear. “Are you okay?” Helen rarely volunteered
information about where she was going or who she was with. The
whole thing sounded odd.

“Yes, like I said, my cousin is taking me and
Kevin to the hospital to get checked out. Shouldn’t take too long.
A few shots and we should be good as new.”

Sasha debated whether to share what happened
since Helen wasn’t feeling well. No need to upset her, Sasha
decided she’d tell her the next time they talked.

“So how did it go? When is the trial?” Helen
asked.

Sasha closed her eyes and took a seat. Ironic
that she sat in the same chair Delgado had stumbled into that
fateful night.

“I’m not sure when this will go to trial, they
don’t have a suspect.”

“What?”

She wet her lips and explained what happened
in detail, answering Helen’s questions as she went
along.

“I told you the system is set up to protect
those who have money and connections. No one cares about children
or the elderly,” Helen said. It was obvious she was
angry.

“When they asked about the pictures, what’d
you tell them?”

“What pictures? There’s no
pictures.”

Helen laughed, which brightened Sasha’s
feelings. “Brilliant, my dear. You’re right of course, what
pictures indeed.”

Sasha pulled her feet beneath her in the chair
and settled in for a short chat. “I saw the man who hit me, I don’t
care what anyone says. I’ll be pointing at him in the press and in
the court room, if he shows up. I promise you, they won’t win this
time. Not this time.”

“That’s the spirit, Sasha. I’m behind you all
the way on this. If you need anything, let me know and I’ll get it
for you. You’re the best friend I’ve had in a long time. When I
leave the emergency room later tonight, I’ll come visit if you’re
home. Will it be okay if Kevin and I stay with you for a day or two
while we recover?”

Sasha had planned to go to a charitable event
at the church, but this was more important. “Yes, I’ll be here and
you can stay as long as you need.” Sasha looked around, making a
mental list of all the cleaning she needed to do before Helen
arrived. She stood and walked into the hall closet and pulled out
the vacuum.

“Good, I knew I could count on you. I will see
you later tonight. Hopefully we won’t be too late.”

Sasha waved off Helen’s concern. “Whenever you
get here I’ll be here. I’m not going anywhere.”

“Perfect. I’ll see you later and thanks
again.”

“For what, being your friend? You never have
to thank me for that. I’ll see you later.” She disconnected, pulled
out the vacuum, and began cleaning while humming Dionne Warwick’s
song, that’s what friends are for.

 


 



Chapter Twenty-two

 


 


Helen hung up the phone from Sasha and
exhaled. She liked the woman, but why couldn’t Sasha do something
as simple as hold it together during a friendly chat with the
DA.

“Was that your friend, the one who fingered
Delgado?” Vincente asked. They’d just met his car. She, Vince and
Kevin sat in the back, with the glass partition between them and
the front seat.

“Yes. She didn’t convince the DA that Max was
guilty.” Helen rolled down the window and threw the cell out the
window, breaking it into pieces on the concrete.

“I’ll take care of it. Back to this matter. If
you go into the hospital with the boy, the cops are going to come
before you can leave, and before I can get you out of there. Why
not just let one of my guys walk in with the boy and leave him
there. The doctors will take care of him.”

“And I lose him. Lose my son all over again?”
She stroked Kevin’s forehead, it was still hot.

“With all due respect, you’re going to lose
him if he does not go to the hospital, and you’ll lose him if you
go with him. My loyalty is to you. I don’t want to lose you. But
that’s a possibility if you walk inside with him.”

Helen looked at Vince for a long moment.
“You’ve grown into such a handsome man, loyal and loving. Your
parents were wrong, you have so much potential. Your heart is the
one thing they never understood. You love hard, that’s a good
thing, for your children and your woman.”

“Thanks, Cousin.”

“So do I. I love this boy as my own. I talked
to him while he was in his mother’s womb. Mine was the second face
he saw after the doctor pulled him out of the birth canal. I stayed
awake with him through colic, rashes, fevers and everything. I’ve
cared for him most of his life, I can’t drop him off and hope for
the best. He is my son in every way that matters.”

Vincente met her indignant stare, hugged her
close and then released her. “That’s why I love you. You gave me
that same fierce devotion when I arrived on your doorstep all those
years ago. Take this.” He placed a small pistol in her hand.
“They’re going to try and separate the two of you. If they do that,
you’ll never see Kevin again. Use the threat of this to stay with
him as long as you can. Hopefully, you’ll get a chance to talk to
him, explain a few things…”

“Tell him goodbye? Is that what you
mean?”

Vincente nodded.

Helen inhaled deeply and looked at Kevin. She
loved him too much to allow him to suffer. If it cost her, so be
it. “Take us to the hospital.” She shoved the small weapon into her
pant pocket.

Vincente nodded, and sent two text messages.
She turned away when she read Sasha’s name. “Where are we going?”
she asked.

“There’s a hospital across Virginia state
line. Even if they call it in, it’ll take some time for anyone to
reach it. I’m hoping they’ll be slower on paperwork to buy you some
time.”

Helen frowned. “How long is that going to
take? He has a fever.”

“You gave him something for it before you
left, right?”

She nodded.

“It’ll hold him for a while. I’m not arguing
with you on this. We’re not going to a hospital in North
Carolina.”

She rubbed Kevin’s forehead, it didn’t seem as
hot, or maybe that was wishful thinking. Her hand slipped into her
pant pocket and rested on the gun. One thing for sure, if Kevin
died before they reached the hospital, she and Vince would join
him.

 


 



Chapter Twenty-three

 


 


During Max’s recovery Tamara worked half-days
at her office and the rest at home so she could help him get
around. Today, she took him to Reclamation. He hadn’t been there in
over a week and she knew he was past due. It didn’t take long for
her to realize Max was Reclamation. The club, the life it provided,
was his second chance and he embraced it wholeheartedly. She pulled
up to the back door so it’d be easier for him to navigate with his
crutches. Doc would probably be mad that Max was moving around so
much after a week, but she hadn’t been able to stop him.

No one could’ve stopped him from watching
Sasha in the DA’s office earlier this week, or prevented him from
attending critical planning sessions at Nick’s office. They’d done
all they could do, and waited for the call from a hospital or
urgent care facility about new strep patients.

This break was her gift to him. He needed to
be around his friends, men and women he considered
family.

He stepped out and pulled one crutch beneath
his arm. Her brow rose at what she considered heroics on his part.
Rather than call him out, she asked a question. “Do you have enough
pain pills, the ones that don’t make you dizzy?”

Max patted his pocket, pulled out a small pill
bottle, and nodded as he returned it. “Yeah.”

“Okay, I’ll go park and meet you
inside.”

He nodded and waited until she drove off. She
glanced in the rear view mirror and smiled at him finding his
balance with the one crutch. Stubborn man.

The parking area was full as always, so she
parked in Max’s spot, and stepped out the car. “God please let Max
find his son and please, please, please, let Kevin be okay,” she
whispered before straightening her figure-hugging dress and walking
to the door Max had just entered. He leaned against the wall,
breathing hard.

Over the past few days she’d learned not to
offer help when it came to his physical challenges. She waited
until his breathing normalized.

“You ready?” he asked her as if she’d been the
one causing the delay.

“Yeah,” she said and moved to the
side.

“That dress looks good on you. Hope none of
the old timers have a heart attack.” He took her hand in his free
one and they moved at his pace into the club.

“Hungry?” she asked, instead of asking if his
chest or thigh hurt from the crutch.

“I might be able to eat a bite of meatloaf if
Charlie’s got some back there. We’ll check after we get a seat.”
She noticed his movements were slower, beads of sweat dotted his
brow, but he never stopped for a breather.

“Hooyah!!” A few vets yelled when he entered
the main area. Followed by another cry, “Hoah.” And then, “Ooah.
And, “Hey Chief!”

Smiling, Max dropped her hand and waved. She
assumed he’d stop to get his balance, he didn’t. He kept waving and
moving until he reached a table that allowed his back to face the
wall. After taking his seat, he held court. There was no other way
to explain the many men and women who came to their table wishing
him a fast recovery, offering services that ranged from cleaning
his house to chauffeuring him around, to offering to kick someone’s
ass on his behalf. Tamara sat next to him, amazed by the
camaraderie these men and women had with each other.

“Nah… I don’t want you to buy me a drink. I’m
on medication, can’t drink,” Max said after the twentieth offer.
“Give me a rain check, I’ll cash it in a coupla’ weeks.”

“That’s a deal,” the much older man said as he
slapped Max on the shoulder, nodded at her, and left the
table.

Crystal placed a sweet tea in front of Max and
a margarita in front of Tamara. “Hey… she’s driving,” Max
complained, pointing at her drink.

“Won’t matter by the time you two get outta
here. Want me to send you over some nachos, wings, anything?”
Crystal asked while looking Max over.

Max looked at Tamara. “You want something or
just want to order dinner?”

“Dinner,” she said, knowing he hadn’t had
anything substantial all day.

“Tell Charlie to send me meatloaf.” Brow
raised, he looked at Tamara.

“I’ll have smothered chicken and
rice.”

Crystal nodded and left.

“I need to check on my house,” Max
said.

She slapped her hand over her mouth to stop
the drink from spewing forward. “What?”

“I have an apartment near the club and own a
house in Clayton.”

Tamara stared at him. “I didn’t know
that.”

Max met her gaze. “I know. After we leave
here, I’d like to go check on it, maybe sleep over. We can play it
by ear.”

The surprises kept coming. She cleared her
throat. “Is that where you lived with Carin?” She didn’t mention
Kevin, although the two would certainly go together.

“Yeah. Haven’t been there in a while. I let
the guys use it from time to time when they’re flying in for a job
or visit. With everything going on, I need to go and check on
it.”

Tamara nodded with the realization he placed a
lot of hope on finding his son this time, otherwise why mention
it?

“If that’s what you want, we can do
that.”

He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek.
“Thanks, appreciate it.”

She took a sip of her drink while mulling over
what he didn’t say. Clayton was over an hour from her house, maybe
more with traffic. Obviously he planned to return home with Kevin,
and he should. His son would need his undivided attention. Getting
together would be harder, but not impossible.

“Hi Max, it’s so good to see you,” Beth said
as she walked to the table holding two plates piled high with
steaming food.

“Whoa… Beth. It’s good to see you, too. I
heard you were sticking around for a spell and working next door.
How you been?” He leaned back while she placed a plate in front of
him, and accepted her one-armed hug.

Tamara looked at her food and took another sip
of margarita while Max and Beth caught up.

“It’s good to see you too, Tamara.” Beth
walked to the other side and hugged her. “Glad to see both of you
looking good.”

“It’s good to see you, too. Congratulations on
your man and the job.”

Beth smiled big. “Thankie…thankie, he’s my
real reason for staying. Claims I don’t have to work, but I’m not
depending on no man, not even one with a purple heart, to take care
of me. Learned my lesson ‘bout that long time ago. God blesses the
child who has her own I always say.” She inhaled and looked from
Tamara to Max. “You two need anything else?”

Tamara picked up her fork and held it in front
of her. “No, I’m good. Max?”

He had started eating and shook his head.
After he swallowed, he spoke. “I’m good.”

“Terri finally left yesterday morning. Poor
thing lost both her jobs. Should be back in a few days with Mickey
and our things, if Donnie don’t put up too much of a fuss.” She
looked at Tamara. “Donnie’s Mickey’s daddy and Terri’s ex. Never
got married, neither of my girls did, like me in that regard. Got
no use for the shackles of marriage, the only people who benefit
from that institution is the divorce attorneys.”

Tamara put a forkful of food into her mouth to
keep from commenting. Marriage with the right person was heaven on
earth. She had seen it with her parents before her dad died. She
still remembered the days her dad would bring surprises home for
her mom, he called her beautiful and complimented her all the time.
Seeing her parents snuggle, hold hands and engage in long kisses
was common in her home. She thought it was the norm until she got
married.

The disaster with Eugene hadn’t soured her on
marriage, it just made her more careful.

“Let me know when they get back.” Max
continued eating.

“Will do.” Beth waved and walked
off.

“That woman talks too fast,” Max said, picking
up his glass of sweet tea.

Tamara nodded instead of asking him what he
thought of marriage, and if he would ever consider it. They
finished the meal with small talk and meaningless observations.
Every now and then someone would walk into the club, get word that
Max was on the premises, and make their way to the
table.

She’d pushed her plate away when Charlene
approached. “It was delicious as always,” Tamara said as Charlene
sat in front of them.

“Glad you enjoyed it.” Her gaze zeroed in on
Max, flicked down to his cane, and then looked back at him. “How
are you doing?” She slid Max the bill so he could sign it for
accounting.

“I’m hanging in there, Charlie.” Max signed,
looked at the time stamp to be sure the clock in the kitchen had
been synced correctly, and slid it back.

Charlene twisted her lips at the name he
called her. “Your eyes look like you’re in pain.”

Max didn’t respond.

He stared at Charlene until she shook her
head, leaned forward and whispered. “Stubborn man. There’s nothing
wrong with taking something for pain.”

“The food was great, Charlie. Tamara and I
appreciate it. We’ve got some things to do, so excuse us.” He
pushed his chair back, leaned to the side and picked up his
cane.

With an exasperated sigh, Charlene looked at
Tamara. “Do you need a bottle of water for the car?”

She glanced at Max’s tight expression and
exhaled. “I think I have some, thanks.”

Max stood next to the table and waved at a few
people who yelled good-bye. Tamara saw the fine lines around his
eyes and mouth, and knew he needed to take a pill. She stood next
to him, took his hand and started walking.

He laughed and pointed at her. “My lady’s
ready to go, I’ll see you guys later. Buy plenty of food and
drinks, I have to keep her happy.”

Tamara shook her head at his corny jokes and
the crazy advice men yelled at him as they walked slowly toward the
private hall leading to the outside. As soon as the door closed
between the club and the hall, Tamara stopped so Max could rest.
Eyes closed, he leaned against the wall, took a few deep breaths
and then opened his eyes.

His jaw clenched and unclenched. “I need a
pill.”

“You want it now or in the car?”

“Now.”

She pulled the bottle from his pocket, opened
it and handed him two pills. Breathing hard, he swallowed the
capsules and rested his head against the wall. She waited until he
signaled he was ready. Holding hands, they left the club and headed
toward the car. Max leaned against her fender, pulled her into his
arms and held her close. She wrapped her arms around his waist and
laid her head on his chest. His large palms rubbed up and down her
back, warming her.

“I’m a lucky man, and I know it,” he said,
holding her close, and then placed a kiss on her forehead. “You’re
a good woman, a good woman,” he murmured against her hair, squeezed
her tight, and then released her. She waited for him to say
something about their future or his feelings, anything, but he
didn’t. Backing away, she pressed the button on the remote to
unlock the car and walked around to the driver side, more confused
than before.

An hour later, Tamara pulled into the driveway
of Max’s home. From the outside it looked larger than hers. He
opened the door and got out, this time he used both crutches. Since
he’d drank two bottles of water and taken another pill during the
quiet drive, she assumed he felt better. Maybe she was
wrong.

“Let me get my keys, I’ll need you to turn off
the alarm, it’s in the kitchen near the garage. I won’t make it in
time.”

She nodded, and was pleased he'd dropped all
pretense that he was at a hundred percent. “No problem. She moved
closer and walked behind him to the porch. When they reached the
front door Max bent forward and shook his head. “Someone’s been
here. I can’t tell how long ago, but they tried to kick in the door
and then messed with the locks.” He pointed to the footprints on
the door and then unlocked it.

She looked at the heavy metal door with kick
plates and the additional hardware on the deadbolt area and
understood. Several of her clients asked for information on
additional security, when things settled down, she’d pick Max’s
brain and pass that information along. Before opening the door, he
spoke over his shoulder and gave her the code.

“When I open the door, walk straight ahead
until you get to the end, and turn left, that’s the kitchen. The
alarm panel is on the wall next to the door leading into the
garage.”

“Okay.”

He shoved his sunglasses on his head, bent
forward and brushed his lips across hers. “Thanks, sexy lady.” He
opened the door. A series of beeps prompted her to move. Once she
was in the kitchen, she followed his instructions and turned off
the alarm. She returned while he locked the front door.

Max took Tamara’s hand and pulled her close.
Brock, Charlene, Crystal, even Mark, all praised how well she'd
stepped in and helped while he was down. He placed a kiss on the
back of her hand and stared into her eyes. She realized he missed
the club, being around men and women who’ve seen action and took
him there tonight.

The energy in Reclamation was unlike any other
place. The people there accepted the wild, primal aspect of his
nature and nurtured it. They related because they shared similar
traits. Someone always shared information on new weapons, or new
fighting techniques, or had a story to tell about the front-line,
or shared the loss of friends and comrades. He never knew what he’d
find when he stepped inside the place, but there was always
something a part of him connected with. And she’d noticed he’d
missed it without him saying a word.

He pushed her hair behind her ears and leaned
forward. “You are so beautiful,” he whispered, as though seeing her
for the first time. Her liquid brown eyes widened and she leaned
into him.

“Thank you. When you look at me like that…
it’s hard to explain, but I like it.”

He placed his palm on the side of her face and
kissed her, soft at first. “You care about people, about me. I can
tell and it makes me happy to be with you,” he said, and cursed his
ability to express with words how he felt when they were
together.

Her arms tightened around his waist and she
placed a kiss on his chest.

“Let me show you the house.”

“Sit down and get off your leg, I’ll see it
later.”

Although the pills took care of the pain, the
swelling in his thigh hadn’t gone down yet. “Over here. It’s big
enough for both of us.” He directed her to a large burgundy sofa
he’d bought a few years back because the salesperson swore the
microfiber material would be easy to clean.

Max eased down and placed his crutches to the
side before stretching out. Once settled, he offered her his hand.
She lay beside him, fitting him perfectly. One kiss led to another,
hotter kiss and then another until he missed the ringing of the
phone.

Tamara broke from his kiss. “Your phone’s
ringing.”

Max stilled. His heartbeat increased as he
pulled out the phone. “Yeah?”

“Where are you?” Nick asked.

“I’m at my house in Clayton.” He wondered what
happened.

“Where were you an hour to two hours
ago?”

“Reclamation, eating dinner, why?”

“Someone broke into Sasha Loils' house again
and attacked her. She’s in emergency surgery now. The only reason
she’s alive is a deliveryman rang the bell, and instead of leaving
the package flat on the porch, he leaned it against the door and it
opened. He saw the men and ran to his truck while calling it in.
They took off, he didn’t get their tag info, but he saved her life.
Vargas called me right before Janis. She’s spitting mad right now,
and feels she let this woman down somehow.”

Max closed his eyes, feeling sorry for the
woman. “Me and my team, we don’t operate that way. We had nothing
to do with that.”

“Are you sure? Can you say with absolute
certainty that none of your men would go after this woman for what
she did to you?” Nick asked.

Max didn’t hesitate. “Yes, I can say that. We
operate by a code of honor and a set of rules. Assaulting someone
weaker goes against everything we live by. It wasn’t one of my men
who attacked this woman. I’m certain of that.”

“Good, I’ll pass it on to Janis. Because of
the case, a few investigators may drop by the club to verify you
were there.”

“No problem.” He thought of the meal he signed
for, it had a time stamp.

“When she comes out of surgery, Janis plans to
question her. We’ll wait to see if she’s still blaming you for
everything or if she’ll come clean. Have you heard anything from
the hospitals?”

“Not yet.” He ran his hand up and down
Tamara’s arm, enjoying the feel of her against him.

“I’m wishing the best. Take care.”

“Nick?” Tamara asked after he placed the phone
on the nearby table.

“Yeah.” Max told her the news about
Sasha.

“Oh my God, that’s twice. Someone broke into
her home twice and assaulted her, sending her to the hospital. No
one deserves that, not even if she’s covering for that
woman.

“True.”

“If I was her, I’d move.”

Max nodded as he wondered if there was a
connection between this new assault and the dropping of the assault
charges against him. Possibly.

 


 



Chapter Twenty-four

 


Tamara returned from the bathroom and looked
at Max lying on the sofa. He looked so sexy, so peaceful, and even
with his leg bothering him. She’d offered to sit in the chair so he
could have more room to stretch. But he wasn’t having
it.

A half hour earlier the meds had finally
worked their magic allowing him to rest. She wished she could fall
asleep as easily. Thoughts of their future or lack of future, kept
her on edge. Instead of returning to the sofa, she walked around,
looking at the pictures of Kevin, and a few of Max and Brock on the
walls.

From the looks of this room and everything
she’d seen in the house, no one could ever believe Max wasn’t crazy
about his son. The two of them appeared in pictures everywhere she
looked. Two of them… what’d that mean for her? She and Max had only
been dating shy of two months. Neither of them ever said the “L”
word or talked about a future. Now that the future stared her
smack-dab in the face, not knowing if they had one together
bothered her.

She wrapped her arms around her waist and
strolled into the kitchen. It was big and modern, stainless steel
appliances. Tamara looked over her shoulder at the living room and
wondered if Max cooked. He hadn’t for her, but that didn’t mean
much. Her work hours were so crazy, it was easier to send out for
something than to cook for one person when she got home. But this
kitchen looked as if it’d been used often.

There was so much she didn’t know about him.
With her feelings for him escalating she noticed the deficit of
information more often. Moving out of the kitchen, she stood in the
hall and looked at the other rooms.

“Go ahead, take a look around, I don’t mind,”
Max said from the sofa.

Tamara jumped at the unexpected sound of his
voice. Her hand flew to her chest and she bit back a scream.
Breathing hard, she pushed her hair out of her face and headed in
his direction. “You scared me.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to. But go ahead –” The
phone rang cutting him off. His gaze slid from her as he reached
over and answered. “Yeah?” He swung his feet off the sofa, grabbed
a pen from the coffee table and wrote some information on the back
of some mail.

“You sure? It’s been verified?”

Max looked at her and then wrote something
else down.

Based on the look in his eyes, Tamara looked
for her purse, grabbed it and picked up his crutches. He clicked
off, and dropped his forehead onto his hand.

Tamara waited for him to tell her what
happened. Each second that ticked by, she wanted to scream and
shake it out of him. He finally dropped his hand and reached for
the crutches instead of speaking. She gave him one at a
time.

“Kevin’s been admitted into an emergency room
in Virginia. It took Vargas a while to get the information, but the
local cops have been called in. Brock arranged air transportation
to get me there, he’s on his way, should be here soon.”

Happy for him and disappointed at being left
behind again, Tamara swallowed around the lump of pain in her
throat. “Okay.” She hefted her bag on her shoulder and turned
toward the door.

“You need to open the garage door from the
kitchen.”

“Huh?” Her brows furrowed as she looked at
him.

“You were going to park your car in the
garage, right? I don’t know how long we’ll be there so it’s best to
leave it inside.”

The garage… right. That had been the furthest
thing from her mind, but she made a quick u-turn for the kitchen
and headed to the garage. She returned to find Max had changed into
a pair of loose sweats and a fresh tee-shirt.

“Brock should be here any minute. Put this in
your bag.” He handed her a folder and she stuffed it in her
purse.

“Could you check and make sure all the lights
are off?”

She nodded and did quick check of the rooms,
but stopped to stare in awe when she reached Kevin’s room. Red
striped race cars lined the wall, a race car bed sat in the middle
of the room, everything was coordinated like a little boy's
dream.

“Brock’s here. I need you to reset the
alarm.”

* * * *

An hour and a half later, Brock, Skinny, Jace
and two other men, Trapp and Sweet, arrived in Virginia. They left
from the airstrip in separate cars. Tamara drove Max to the
hospital. The drive took less than twenty minutes, but it seemed
longer. The silence in the car stretched her nerves tight. She sent
constant prayers on Kevin and Max’s behalf.

When she pulled into the parking area she
noticed the blue flashing lights of police cars. “Is Detective
Vargas going to meet you here?”

“I don’t know.” Max stared straight ahead, his
jaw clenched tight. She parked and went to open the door. He placed
his hand on her arm, stopping her. “We need to wait a few minutes.
There’s a situation.”

Tamara leaned back in her seat and looked at
him. “Situation?”

“Yes. Helen brought Kevin here three hours
ago. They took him in immediately because he was severely
dehydrated, had a high temp, and some other things. She refused to
allow him out of her sight. When the doctor tested him for strep,
it came back positive and was reported. They tried to get her to
leave the room, she refused. When they threatened to call security,
she pulled a gun.”

Tamara gasped. “You’re not
serious.”

He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. “I am.
She refuses to leave his side and has threatened the doctor if
Kevin doesn’t get better.”

Tamara didn’t know what to say. “Is that why
we can’t go inside?”

“No. The guys have to get in position. Helen’s
cousin is somewhere nearby, Skinny caught sight of a
suspicious-looking car. They’re making sure it’s safe before we get
out of the car. Shouldn’t be much longer.”

“Her cousin? The one who’s been helping her?
The guy in the report?”

Max nodded.

“I can drive you right in front of the doors
and you can go in.”

“And leave you alone?” The way he asked the
question told her the answer. He wouldn’t leave her
behind.

“Sorry. I know you want to be inside, just
trying to help.”

He took her hand and squeezed without saying
anything else. They sat for a few more minutes, watching cops
arrive and leave in a bustle of activity. When the television truck
pulled into the parking lot, Max began to curse.

“This is turning into a damn circus. Let’s
go.” He opened his door, grabbed his crutches, and met her in front
of the rental car. Together they walked toward the entrance. Tamara
tried to remain unaffected by the stares she and Max received. This
was a small rural county after all.

“I need you to step this way if you need
services,” the police officer said, pointing them in another
direction. When they reached the intake desk, Tamara handed Max the
folder from her purse. He pulled out two pages.

“I need you to contact the hospital
administrator and give him these papers. It’ll help clarify some of
the confusion going on down here,” he said, handing them to
her.

She glanced at the papers and then looked at
him. “Excuse me? Who are you?”

“Max Delgado, Kevin Delgado’s father. That’s
the little boy the doctor’s been working on for the past few hours
while that crazy woman holds a gun on him. Now… get those papers to
the hospital administrator before my attorney arrives.”

Her eyes widened and she picked up the phone.
After a few words, she backed from the desk. “Please come with me.
She led them to a set of elevators, and a few moments later they
were stepping off into the executive offices.

A woman who reminded Tamara of Roseanne Barr
met and ushered them toward a conference room. Detective Vargas and
four other men were in the room.

“Hi Max, Ms. Gibbs,” Vargas said, shaking
their hands after Max settled into a chair.

Tamara sat nearby, listening. The whole
shoot-em up, bang, bang situation seemed unreal. People didn’t take
other peoples' kids for no reason where she came from, and they
never threatened doctors with guns in the hospital. Truly she’d
stepped into an alternate reality, except the bullet proof vests
these men wore were real, the conversations with hostage
negotiators was real, and the discussions of someone dying if the
circumstances went wrong was real.

“I heard the Loils woman made it out of
surgery and is talking,” Vargas said, pulling up a
chair.

“She is? Did she see who did it this time?”
Max asked. Tamara leaned closer to listen.

“She didn’t see, but swears they were the same
ones who assaulted her the last time. Something about the way they
smelled. Anyway, she had a talk with Helen an hour or so before.
Supposedly Helen was going to stay with her after she left the
hospital. It didn’t take much for the Assistant DA to convince
Loils that Helen set her up, and sent the men after her. Loils took
it hard but is singing like a bird,” Vargas said.

“It won’t matter, she doesn’t plan to leave
here alive, not after pulling a gun on the doc. She’s lost her grip
on reality. The question is how many will she take with her,” Max
said into the sudden silence in the room.

“We’re working on that,” one of the men said
from across the room.

“I’ve cleared out that side of the building
for the most part. We moved the oxygen from the area first and then
the other containers. It took some time, but we moved all the
patients from the ER to another floor. She doesn’t seem to be
concerned about anything other than the boy responding. So far he
hasn’t. The longer it takes for him to open his eyes, the more
hostile she becomes.”

“Why isn’t he responding to the medication?”
Max asked.

“We gave him a light sedative because he
became agitated when the nurse tried to administer the IV. Now it’s
backfiring on us. She thinks we’ve done something to him and
threatened the doctor. He refuses to return to the room. No one
will go inside the room to check on the boy while she’s in there.
Fortunately there’s nothing else to be done for your son. The
medicine needs time to work. The last reading of his temperature
was a hundred and one, down from a hundred and six when he came
in.”

“What?” Tamara gasped, looking at the man who
had introduced himself as the hospital administrator.

“He’s a very sick little boy,
Ma’am.”

She took Max’s hand beneath the table and
squeezed. No one spoke.

“We’ve got live feed. They brought in a
negotiator from Roanoke to talk to her,” one of the men said. Max
and Tamara moved closer and watched the screen.

After an hour, Helen hadn’t responded to
anything anyone said. It had been a waste of time. “Vincente
Baretti has men nearby,” Max told Vargas as he read the text from
Brock.

“I’ll let the officer on duty know.” Vargas
picked up the com unit, but before he could speak, the sound of
gunfire spilled across the monitor. They watched cops run to offer
cover for the few cops outside. The monitor split and they were
able to see sections of the outside parking lot.

Max saw Brock’s truck but didn’t see his
friend. Concerned, he leaned forward and tried to make sense of the
unfolding scene. A black suburban swerved and spun before it
slammed into an exterior lighting concrete pole. A man jumped from
the car holding his arm and ran a few feet before he fell to the
ground.

There was more shooting but Max couldn’t
determine where it came from.

“Oh shit,” Tamara said, pointing at another
screen. Max switched screens and saw Helen stand in the doorway
yelling and pointing her gun.

“What’s she saying? Is it Kevin? Has he gotten
worse?” Max asked, standing and searching for his crutches. Tamara
handed them to him, and he headed for the door.

“Max, wait,” Vargas called. “She’s asking for
Vincente, she heard the running and then the gunfire. She’s asking
about Vincente. If she sees you, she’ll fire her weapon and someone
else may get hurt. They’re telling her Vincente is outside so
she’ll leave the room. When she does, they’ll take her. A little
more patience, man,” Vargas said.

Man exhaled and looked at the screen. He
hadn’t gotten a good look at Helen in months and looked closely.
She looked tired and resigned as she argued with someone off
screen.

“Leave the room,” Max whispered, edging her
out the room, and out of his son’s life. Helen took a few steps
forward and two men rushed her. The gun went off and one of the men
fell. Helen appeared shocked and threw the gun down. Hospital staff
rushed to the fallen officer while Helen was cuffed and led away
screaming and struggling.

A tight band loosened around Max’s chest as he
watched the woman he swore he’d kill the next time he saw her. But
she’d saved his son. Kevin! Max pushed up with his crutches
and headed to the elevator to see his boy for the first time in
almost a year. When the elevator stopped, he moved toward the ER.
Hospital staff and police officers moved with purpose to get the
hospital back in the business of helping the sick.

A doctor and nurse were in Kevin’s room when
Max stepped inside. The nurse looked at him with a raised
brow.

“Can I help you?” she asked, while the doctor
continued to read the chart and made notes.

“That’s my son,” Max said, pointing at the
small body on the bed with tubes running everywhere. He couldn’t
take his eyes from the bed. It hurt to breathe. His stomach
clenched as he continued to look at his boy.

“Your son?” the nurse frowned.

The hospital administrator walked in and waved
the doctor and nurse out of the room. “Go ahead Mr. Delgado, take
your time.”

“His temperature is down, almost to a hundred,
he’s responding to the medication. We’ll know more when we get the
lab work back and he wakes up,” the doctor said before he
left.

Max stared at Kevin, unable to believe his
search was over. He took a few more steps and gazed into his son’s
face. He’d lost weight, his hair needed a trim, and yet he never
looked so good. Max pulled the chair close to the bed, placed his
crutches on the floor and leaned onto the back of the chair for
support. Leaning forward, he placed a kiss on his son’s cheek, then
his forehead. He took the small hand and held it in his much larger
one, and stared into the face he had wondered if he’d ever see
again.

“I love you, Chipmunk. Daddy loves you so
much. I missed you every day you were gone. When you’re feeling
better, daddy’s going to take you home.” He placed another kiss on
the back of the small hand and refused to wipe the tears of
gratitude and joy that ran down his face.

Hooyah! He had his boy. He found his son. His
heart slammed into his chest so hard his head spun. Careful of the
IV and other monitors, Max dropped into the chair while still
holding Kevin’s hand. The way he felt right now, he’d never let it
go.

“Thank you, God, thank you,” he murmured as he
watched his son’s chest rise and fall. Max heard a sound and
turned. Tamara stood near the door, watching.

He extended his hand. Wiping the tears from
her face, she walked over and took his other hand. “This is my son,
Kevin.”

“I’m so happy you found him.” She placed a
kiss on his cheek. He covered her hand on his shoulder and stared
at the small boy on the bed.

“I’ve dreamed of this day,” Max said. “This
isn’t the way I expected but, the end result is the
same.”

“That’s all that matters.”

Max agreed. “He’s going to be alright.” He
looked up at Tamara who stared at Kevin. “Right? My son’s going to
be alright?” She looked down into his eyes and smiled. Cupping his
cheeks with her palms, she kissed the tip of his nose.

“He’s strong and tough like his old man. Kevin
will beat this and be just fine.”

Max exhaled and nodded. He needed to hear
those words from someone he trusted. Kevin would wake soon, and
recover over time, they’d go home and things would be
fine.

An hour later, Brock, Skinny and Jace entered
the room, saw Kevin and yelled. “Hooyah!

Max raised his fist. “Hooyah!”

“Daddy?” Kevin said, blinking at
Max.


Chapter Twenty-five

 


 


Tamara sat at her desk looking over contracts.
After reading the same sentence three times and not remembering
what she’d read, she replaced the documents into their folder. She
glanced at her watch, three hours until they closed for the day,
but she wouldn’t make it. Ten days. Ten days since Max walked out
of the hospital amidst cheers and well wishes from his team, cops,
and hospital staff. Kevin had clung to Max every day while in the
hospital, making up for lost time.

When he forgot to call and didn’t respond to
her texts, she didn’t give him a hard time. Kevin’s recovery would
take weeks and Max didn’t want to leave his son’s care to anyone
else. That was noble and something she applauded and
understood.

Funny thing about understanding, it didn’t
stop the ache of missing him. Or push away the loneliness of
sleeping alone. Or stop her thoughts from jumping to conclusions
she wished she could label ridiculous, and would if he’d just call
and say hi. A simple thing really. All she wanted was to hear his
voice, to know he still cared, that in spite of how topsy-turvy his
world had become, she mattered. After the first few days of leaving
the hospital their conversations dwindled to nothing. Not even a
text.

“I’m going to get lunch, can I get you
anything? A sandwich? Something to drink? A pair of balls?” Gayle
asked, standing in the doorway.

Distracted by her thoughts, Tamara thought it
was a new sandwich at the deli. “Balls?”

“Since you won’t grow a pair and talk to that
man, I thought I’d buy a pair.”

Tamara groaned. She didn’t want to get into
this again. “He’s busy with Kevin. I don’t want to disturb them.”
As many times as she gave this excuse, it still sounded
lame.

“I get that. But no one’s too busy to call and
say hi or ask how you’re doing or check to make sure you’re okay.
Especially when that person nursed your ass back to
health.”

Tamara glanced at Gayle, noticed she was
getting worked up and released a sigh. “You’re right. I was just
thinking about that. I’ll… I’ll deal with it.”

“Yeah, sure. When? When Kevin’s graduating
from college?”

That stung. “Stop pushing. I said I’d deal
with my relationship and I will. But I’ll handle it my way, Gayle.
We can talk and kid around in here, but it stays in here and you
don’t take it anywhere else, got that?”

For a moment Tamara wasn’t sure Gayle would
agree. “You know I won’t do anything, it just makes me so mad. I
thought he was different. He acted like… I thought he was the
one.”

Silently Tamara agreed. “He may be, but he
needs this time to reconnect with his son and I’m giving it to him.
If we don’t work out, that’s the way life happens.” She shrugged
when she wanted to cry at the idea he wouldn’t be in her
life.

“You’re a better woman than me. I’d be blowing
up his phone wanting answers. Hat’s off to you, Tamara, you’re a
classy woman, and if he messes this up he deserves all the Carin’s
in the world. Because he’s not ready or equipped to handle a good
woman.”

Gayle’s words warmed her. “I don’t know what
to say. Thanks, you have no idea how much it means to hear you say
that. Don’t get me wrong, I miss him like wildfire. It’s hard
getting to sleep some nights, I ache for this man. But I’m not
chasing after him. And everything I did for him, I did because I
wanted to, he doesn’t owe me anything.”

Gayle shook her head. “Like I said, you’re a
class act, he won’t find any one like you in a long time.” She left
the office and closed the door behind her.

Tamara stared at the door for a few minutes.
“Forget it, he could at least send a text,” she muttered, pulling
out her phone.

With a few keystrokes she typed a message,
changed it a few times until it sounded harmless, like she wasn’t
mad or pushing for contact. “Hi, how are you and Kevin doing?” She
couldn’t make it any more generic than that. The message sounded
like something she’d send any of her girlfriends.

Her heart plummeted as she reread the text.
Why would she send her man a text that she’d send her girls? That
didn’t sit right. She couldn’t swallow it. Why couldn’t she just
tell him she missed sleeping in his arms? Or sitting on his lap
feeding him snacks late at night? Or just talking during their
favorite television game shows? It’d sound like pushing and she
couldn’t lay that on him right now.

Tamara erased the text and shoved the phone in
her bag. Grabbing her files, she headed for the door.

“You leaving,” Gayle asked as Tamara walked
through the reception area.

“Yes, cancel or reschedule my appointments.
I’m going home.”

* * * *

After three hours of spontaneous spring
cleaning of her three guest bedrooms, Tamara walked into
Reclamation and headed for the restaurant. Head aching, she took
the first empty seat in the back and rested her forehead on the
table. What had she been thinking? It had been years since she
pulled some of those boxes from her closet and went through them.
Every part of her body hurt from her cleaning frenzy.

“Hi honey, how you doing? I haven’t seen you
around in a while. Everything okay?” Beth asked.

Unable or unwilling to raise her head, Tamara
mumbled. “Cleaned my house.”

Beth laughed. “House cleaning, it’ll get you
every time. You need something strong to drink, something that’ll
bring your head off the table.”

Tamara lifted her hand and waved her
agreement.

Beth laughed, walked off, and returned much
too soon.

“Here you go, Sugga. Crystal made you
something special.”

“What?”

“Reclamation Tea. Her own creation. She’d have
to tell what all she put in it, but everyone who’s had one left
here smiling. Taste it.”

Tamara propped her head with her palm and
looked at the straw in the purplish concoction. “This is some kind
of tea?”

“Reclamation style. You want a club sandwich
or something else?”

“The sandwich is fine.” Tamara took a sip of
the fruity drink, appreciating how it played along her taste buds.
She took another sip. “Mmm, good.” She straightened in her chair
and with a few more sips, finished the glass. “I want another one.”
Looking around, she noticed Beth was busy with customers, and
decided to go get it from the bar herself.

“Be right back,” she called to Beth, who
smiled and nodded. Although crowded, Tamara reached the bar without
knocking into anyone. Crystal smiled at her while filling a glass
of beer.

“You like the tea?” Crystal asked when she
came over.

“Yeah, it tastes like fruit punch, kinda.”
Tamara rolled her tongue to identify the flavors and couldn’t.
“Anyway, I want another one.”

Crystal nodded as she looked over Tamara’s
shoulder. “Tell you what, I’ll bring it to you in the
restaurant.”

Tamara frowned at the flash of yellow in the
mirror. “No. I want to take it with me.” She noticed Crystal’s gaze
followed someone behind her and turned. Three men walked side by
side without greeting anyone or being greeted. That struck her as
strange. She turned to say something about it to Crystal, but the
woman had left the bar. Cody and Mark came alongside her, and the
three of them jumped on the men, tackling them to the
floor.

Tamara screamed and covered her mouth as
patrons moved tables and chairs out the way, and watched in
silence. Even though the guy tried to fight, Mark beat him down
with a few well placed punches, which came as no surprise. Tamara
wasn’t surprised to see Cody pick the guy off the floor and drag
him away limp and bleeding. But Crystal shocked her to silence. The
small woman's punches landed so hard and fast the guy couldn’t
defend himself. When he lay limp and bleeding, Crystal dragged him
out just as Cody and Mark had. The whole thing took less than a
coupla minutes. Even now, people were moving chairs and tables back
in place while talking about how fast Mark, Cody and Crystal
were.

No one appeared shocked or fazed that three
men just got their asses handed to them and had been drug someplace
in the building. That level of brutality shocked her. It didn’t
escape her notice she’d been the only person who screamed when the
fight started. Neither Beth nor Charlene came to see what was going
on.

What the hell kind of place was this? Suddenly
sober and energized, Tamara grabbed her purse and headed for her
car without looking back.


Chapter Twenty-six

 


 


Max got the call from Brock that Mark allowed
three men to enter Reclamation and took the club into amber alert.
When that light flashed in the main room, everyone knew something
was about to happen and staff was on top of it. Red meant get the
hell out of there.

Terri and her daughter Mickey were at the
house visiting when the call came. Kevin didn’t want Max to leave.
Tempted by the frightened look in his son’s eyes begging him to
stay, he stooped and picked Kevin up. He was pleased with the
steady weight gain and color in his cheeks. He placed a kiss on
Kevin’s forehead. His son was slowly returning to the fun-loving
boy he’d been before Helen made him a fugitive on the run. “I’ve
got to go take care of something, I’ll be back. Aunt Terri and
Mickey are going to stay for dinner, show them where we keep
everything.” He couldn’t expect his team to administer justice in
his absence. He needed to see it through.

“I want to go with you.” Kevin tightened his
arms around Max’s neck.

“Not this time, Chipmunk. We’re going to the
movies tomorrow, okay.” He patted him on the back and nuzzled his
cheek.

Kevin nodded and walked over to his cousin
when Max put him down. Terri stood nearby and smiled when Mickey
took Kevin’s hand, and they sat in the living area pulling out
toys.

“He’s going to be fine, it takes time,” Terri
said. “You may need to redecorate his room, but in time he’ll be
ready to sleep alone again.”

Every night since his return, Kevin slept with
Max and refused to go into his own bedroom. According to the
doctors, it would be several weeks before he healed completely,
even now he grew tired quickly and would whine as he fought
sleep.

Max had pushed everything aside, allowing
Brock, Crystal, and Charlene to run the business while he focused
on his kid. But there were some things they couldn’t do. Like deal
with Baretti. That was a chapter Max alone needed to close, and
he’d been waiting months for this chance.

They’d expected some form of retaliation and
had kept an eye out as well as kept their loved ones safe. Max
specifically chose the guy to ghost Tamara and keep him informed of
anything out of the ordinary. Mark kept Charlene near home. Even
Adele had been sequestered until the threat from Baretti was
over.

Max had to give it to the man, sending his men
into Reclamation had been a gutsy move. But it was time to end this
dance. Max was certain Baretti watched every move he and Brock
made. It would surprise them if Baretti didn’t show up
today. He prepared a welcome for the man with a sampling of Uncle
Sam’s finest.

“Are you okay?” Terri asked, searching his
face.

He moved back a few steps. While he
appreciated her help with Kevin, Max had no desire in being
anything other than a friend, whereas she’d hinted she was open to
more. He wasn’t interested in anyone who shared his ex-girlfriend’s
gene pool. When he told Terri in specific terms they’d only be
friends, she played it off saying he misunderstood. He hadn’t, but
let it go.

One woman occupied his thoughts and he
couldn’t stop thinking about her. Now that Kevin was no longer in
danger of long-term challenges which had absorbed every second of
his day, Max had time to think. He missed Tamara. She must think
he’s a total loser after all she’d done to help him. He'd
disappeared once he found his son.

It seemed each day he meant to call, to check
on her, to hear her voice, but something always came up, and before
he knew it the day was over. As excuses went, that one didn’t even
rank. Beth told him he was crazy to let Tamara slip through his
fingers and that it only took a moment to say hi, or I’m thinking
of you. One night, Charlene brought over dinner and would barely
speak to him over what she called the mistreatment of her
friend.

They were all right, he knew it. Why he
couldn’t make the call he didn’t know. He and Tamara had gotten to
a point where he needed to make a decision to commit a hundred
percent or let go, especially with his son in the picture. He
refused to bring just anyone into Kevin’s life, his son had been
through enough. So had he for that matter. When he didn’t return
her last call until the next day, she’d been politely distant.
Tamara hadn’t called, or sent any more messages, or dropped by.
She’d left him alone, which surprised him. Most women would’ve
pushed or let him know what they thought of his
behavior.

Tamara raised the standard for any woman he’d
allow in his life. Sexy, smart, independent, and one hundred
percent female who stood by her man through good and bad times. So
why was he so hesitant to cross that line? To build a future with
her? He didn’t know.

“I’ll be back later,” he called
over his shoulder while grabbing his keys and walking stick. He was
much better but needed a little help sometimes.

“Okay, if you’re not back after dinner, I’ll
give him his bath, that way he’ll be ready when you get
home.”

It was on the tip of his tongue to tell her
no, he’d do it later. But yelling at Terri wouldn’t help. Perhaps
she sincerely wanted to help her nephew. Besides she wasn’t the
cause of his rotten mood, or twitching dick. He missed his woman.
That was his problem. Not seeing or talking to Tamara had gotten
under his skin. The thought that she’d moved on had robbed him of
sleep the past few nights. He had never been this indecisive and it
drove him crazy.

 


 



Chapter Twenty-seven

 


 


Max walked across the warehouse, nodded at
Skinny, and left his walking stick leaning against the wall
outside. Straightening, he snatched the door open and strode
inside.

“What we got here?” he asked Brock while
eyeing the three men lined in a row, each tied to a
chair.

“These are the men who decided to visit
Reclamation last week. They’ve been our guests while we waited for
their boss to come pick them up. Shows just how he feels about
them, he never showed. I guess worthless trash is easy to come by
these days.” Brock pushed two heads forward from behind. Jace
pushed the third head.

“Who’s their boss?” Max asked, walking back
and forth in front of them.

“Small time hood, Vincente
Baretti.”

“Never heard of him,” Max said. Brock tapped
his earphone and Max nodded. “If he’s not coming to pick up his
trash, why are they enjoying our hospitality?”

“Just waiting for the final word to erase,”
Brock said, staring at Max.

“If their boss thinks they’re worthless, then
they’re worthless to me. Erase them.” Max opened the door, grabbed
his stick, walked a few steps with Skinny, and stopped at the sound
of footsteps.

Max glanced at his watch, he was going to be
late getting home tonight.

Hearing a tell-tale click, he fell to the
floor and rolled in the opposite direction toward the heavy
equipment Brock had strategically placed in the open space. Skinny
rolled in the opposite direction and took cover as bullets flew
around them. One by one, Baretti’s men fell as the snipers hidden
in the rafters took them out.

“You’re a coward, Delgado. You killed an old
lady whose only crime was loving that little boy more than you ever
could.”

Max held up his hand, stalling the snipers
from taking out Baretti. He wanted to hear what the man had to say.
As far as he knew, Helen was in jail without bond because she was a
flight risk. Although Max suspected the DA kept Helen locked up to
save her life. A lot of his associates would slit the old woman’s
throat for her misguided actions and not blink.

“You messed over the wrong person and you’ll
pay for that,” Baretti yelled.

Max signaled for the guys to find him and
bring him in. If the man didn’t have anything useful to say, they
could wrap this up.

A few moments later there was some scuffling,
a clanging sound as though a gun hit the floor, the sound of flesh
hitting flesh, and then nothing. Max stood with his hands behind
his back holding his cane. Skinny walked over and they
waited.

Baretti was a few years younger than Max, but
you couldn’t tell. He had a hard look about him. One that said he’d
seen more than he should. Max placed him at six feet, muscular,
reddish blond hair and pale blue eyes. He looked more like a
Stevens than a Baretti. Blood trickled down his nose as he stood
between Sweet and Trapp.

“Bitch,” he snarled at Max. “She loved your
kid more than you and that tramp that birthed him ever did. You
should be in jail for all the shit you did to that boy, you damn
pervert.”

“Release him.”

Baretti rotated his shoulders and rushed him.
Skinny stepped aside just as Baretti swung. Max moved to the side,
felt the breeze from the missed blow and punched Baretti in the
stomach, hearing the wind as it left the man’s mouth. Baretti’s
eyes widened as he bent forward. Max swung to clip him beneath the
chin. Baretti dropped to the ground before Max’s fist connected,
the forward momentum caused him to move closer to Baretti. Before
Max could move his leg out the way, Baretti pulled on his ankle,
causing him to fall forward.

Max dropped the stick and fell on his
fingertips as if doing push-ups and pushed against the floor to
roll out the way, and landed next to Baretti who lay sideways
trying to breathe. Lifting his elbow, Max power slammed it into the
other man’s back, sending his face into the floor again. Leg
throbbing, Max reached for his stick.

Baretti grabbed one end.

Max punched him in the side.

“Owww…” Baretti released the stick and tried
to curl into a ball.

Brock walked out the room. The three men wore
sacks over their heads. Jace, Skinny and Sweet escorted the men to
the SUV in the back of the warehouse.

“That him?” Brock asked, bending forward and
pulling Baretti up by the back of his shirt and jacket.

“I think so,” Max said holding the stick in
his arms. “He never introduced himself.” Max watched Skinny and
Jace pick up the bodies and throw them in the back of the SUV.
Another team would come in later and clean the place. When they
were done, there would be no signs of anything happening here
tonight.

“He matches the photo I got from Adele.” Brock
shoved a bag over Baretti’s head while Trapp placed the plastic
cuffs on his wrists.

“Wait a minute… what the fuck?” Baretti yelled
as Trapp pushed him forward. When he fell on the ground, Trapp
picked him up and carried him like a sack of potatoes to the SUV.
Instead of allowing him to sit next to the other men, Trapp tossed
him in the back with the dead. Max shook his head when he heard
Baretti scream, and then it stopped. Trapp had the situation under
control and waved them off.

Max’s leg ached but he refused to take
anything. “Where’s Adele?”

“In the cabin, Asheville. There’s a problem,
we may need to look out for her a little longer.”

Max released a long sigh. Jose had to be
laughing at them right now. “When is there not a problem
with Adele?”

Brock chuckled. “You’re right. But this is
serious. She’s pregnant.”

Max closed his eyes and exhaled. “You’re
shitting me?”

“No, I had it verified. She claims she was
making the extra money so she could leave with her kid. Now she
doesn’t have enough.”

“Who’s the father? Why can’t he take care of
it?”

“She won’t say. She’s being real tight-lipped
about that part of it.”

Max rubbed his neck to rid the tension. “I
don’t want to deal with Adele. Give her some money and send her
away.”

“Will do.” Brock walked with him toward the
exit.

“Have the guys get a free meal at the club on
me later. I appreciate all their help,” Max said, stepping
outside.

“No problem, I’ll pass it on. You headed
home?”

Max had thought about stopping by Tamara’s but
decided against it. “Yeah. Terri’s there and I need to relieve
her.”

Brock nodded. “Okay, Chief. I hope you’ve
noticed I’ve stayed out of your personal business, haven’t given my
opinion at all. Been real quiet about the things I’m
seeing.”

Max exhaled and leaned on his stick. “Whatever
you have to say, I’ve already heard it. I’m in this bubble and
having a hard time breaking through. Eventually I’ll figure it out,
I will.”

Brock slapped him on the shoulder. “Good to
know. Hope it’s not too late.” He walked off in the opposite
direction, leaving Max standing alone.

 



Chapter Twenty-eight

 


Tamara and Gayle stopped by Reclamation to
pick up a cake and a few platters of appetizers for a small
get-together at her place later that evening. It had been three
months since Max had rescued his son and kissed her. The excuses
she’d made for him left her cold, so she stopped and accepted
reality. He wasn’t into her as much as she’d been into him. Truth
hurt, but it also allowed for healing.

Now that her head was no longer in a bubble of
denial, she moved forward with her life. A new client had proven to
be a nice distraction. After closing on his home, they’d gone out a
few times. Nothing serious, but he'd chased away the loneliness
that clung for weeks after Max’s abandonment.

“Tamara, you look great,” Beth said, hugging
her.

Tamara smiled. Who knew that pining over a man
would make those stubborn pounds finally disappear? Heart-sickness:
a fast way to lose weight.

“Thanks. Is my order ready? I’ve got to get
back to the house.” She looked at the counter and saw several
packed boxes.

“Yeah, give me a minute to pull it all
together.” Beth walked around the counter, and put the boxes into
the bags.

Tamara looked at Gayle and frowned. “Why
couldn’t you pick these up for me, I need to get
dressed.”

“I don’t come here without you for any reason,
you know that, and you know why,” Gayle said.

Tamara didn’t bother responding. Neither Gayle
nor Charlene approved of the way she'd handled her past
relationship with Max. But she’d never chased a man and refused to
start at this stage in life. If he didn’t appreciate her for who
she was, fuck him. At first they didn’t believe she’d walk away,
and then they didn’t believe he’d let her walk. But after all this
time, they'd eased up on the get back together talk, which she
appreciated.

“Here you go,” Beth said bringing several bags
forward. “Who’s Pete?”

“Huh?” Tamara asked, while pulling a few large
bills from her wallet.

“The name on the cake says Pete.”

Tamara’s face warmed, which pissed her off. “A
good friend.”

Beth looked at her for a moment and smiled.
“Good for you, sweetie. You deserve to be happy.” She took the
money and walked to the back.

“Grab the bags so we can go. What time is the
musician getting there?” Tamara asked Gayle.

“In another hour. Everything should be set in
plenty of time, stop worrying. It’ll be nice.” Gayle grabbed the
bags and headed toward the door. Tamara glanced behind, wondering
why Charlene hadn’t come out to speak.

Beth waved with Tamara’s change in her
hand.

“Keep it. Tell Charlene I said hi.”

Beth nodded and stuffed the money into her
pocket as she walked to another table. Tamara headed to her car,
clicked the remote to open the trunk, and placed the food inside.
Thank goodness for Charlene’s cooking, her guest would get a good
meal, have a few drinks and hopefully a good time. Pete had been
hinting at taking their relationship to the next level. So far
they’d exchanged a few kisses and some major groping. Smiling, she
did like the shape of his ass, and his dick felt long and hard. Not
as hard as . . . She stopped the thought and slammed the
trunk.

“Tamara?”

She spun around and saw Max and his son
walking across the parking lot. Her heart raced as she drank in the
sight of him. Scared she might do something weird or crazy like
grab and kiss him, she looked around for Gayle. The wily woman
stood in the door of the restaurant and walked inside. Had they set
her up? She shook her head in amazement, she hadn’t seen it
coming.

Straightening, she faced him with a smile.
“Max.” She looked at the cute young man holding his hand.
“Hello.”

Kevin smiled and waved.

Max walked up to her and placed a kiss on her
cheek. Her skin sizzled beneath the slight pressure of his lips.
“You look great.” His eyes darkened as they roamed with familiarity
across her body. She crossed her arms to hide her pointed nipples
and, stared at his son.

“Thanks.”

“This is Kevin,” Max said to fill the
silence.

“Nice to meet you Kevin. How old are you?” she
asked, extending her hand while looking him over. Gone was the
small boy who’d almost died a few months ago. Kevin had gained
weight and looked healthy. Max had done a good job, had made the
right choice. So had she.

He shook her hand and then dropped it. “I’m
five. How old are you?”

She smiled. “Older than five. I’ll need to
count again.”

He grinned and she saw Max as he must’ve
looked as a young boy. She met Max’s heated gaze and clenched her
fist against her body’s response.

“It’s nice meeting you, Kevin.” Her gaze slid
down as she turned away. “Good seeing you again, Max.”

“You’re leaving?”

“Yes, I have some things to do.” Gayle would
say she ran and there may be some truth to that. But she didn’t
care. This man proved dangerous to her emotional health and needed
to be avoided with a passion.

“A date?” His voice dropped low and did weird
things to her belly.

She opened the car door, looked over her
shoulder and nodded. “Yes.”

* * * *

Five hours later, Tamara, dressed in a form
fitting corset and long flowing skirt, flopped on the sofa next to
Gayle, who’d steered clear of her most of the evening. They’d
avoided each other, but for different reasons.

“This turned out good,” Gayle said, taking a
sip of her drink. “Pete’s drunk, he’s not gonna be much good to you
tonight.”

Tamara snorted. After seeing Max, she’d broke
things off with Pete as soon as he arrived, which may account for
him drinking more than he should. “I’ve survived this long without
good dick, I’ll survive a little longer.”

Gayle giggled. “No, you did not just say
that.”

Tamara shrugged and pushed up. “I did, and
don’t think I don’t remember what happened at the restaurant, I do.
Later.” She pointed at Gayle, who grinned up at her. “Seriously
we’re going to talk about your behavior.”

“It’s not her fault, I asked her to help
me.”

Tamara whirled around and stared at Max. Her
mouth opened and closed. But she couldn’t speak. Good Lord the man
looked yummy. Half-inebriated she imagined running her fingertips
across his wide chest, or allowing him to play with her fingers in
his mouth or run his hands over her ass. Those wild ideas made her
heart race and her panties moist.

“I’ve got to get a certain drunk person home.
Don’t worry, the musicians have packed up and are heading out along
with everyone else. You two need to talk.” Gayle walked out the
room before Tamara could speak.

“I’m sorry,” Max said, standing in front of
her looking sexier than any man had any right to be.

Remember what he did, how much it hurt, the
nights you lay awake crying to hear from him. “Okay.” She
shrugged and glanced at the closed door he blocked.

“I should’ve handled everything differently.
Should’ve called, talked to you about what I was going through, all
the thoughts in my mind. I didn’t and I’m sorry.”

She shrugged as if his words didn’t faze her.
Three months ago, she would have tap-danced on Broadway to hear
what he had to say, now they were words with little
worth.

“Nothing to say?” he asked.

“Not really. You did what you needed to do,
didn’t bother to share any of that with me. If it makes you feel
better to say I’m sorry… okay. I hope it helps. But it does nothing
for me.”

His eyelids lowered and then he took a step
closer. “Okay. I deserve that. You’ve moved on, I deserve that too.
But it doesn’t help. Nothing helps. I’m in this bubble and I can’t
break out. I keep going over everything in my mind, the things I
should do, seems like I can’t. Why is it easier for me to deal with
someone I don’t give a damn about when all I think of is you?
Because she’s safe?”

Tamara took a step back. “I don’t want to hear
about you and your women.”

He ran his hand through his hair. “There
hasn’t been any women since you. Why is that? I keep asking myself
why I can’t move on. You have.”

Hearing him admit his life was as bland as
hers had been eased her pain somewhat. “Why are you here, Max?”
He’d asked her a similar question when they first met.

“I need to know if you’re it for
me.”

“I’m not.” She didn’t trust what the gleam in
his eye did to her girly parts. Her nipples already
hurt.

“You can’t be sure. I dream of you, I see you
swollen with my babies, loving me when my hair is white. Why am I
thinking like that if you’re not my one?”

Tamara swallowed hard at his softly spoken
declaration. “I don’t know.” She took a step to the side, prepared
to leave the room. If she didn’t, the barrier wall she’d built
around her heart would tumble, leaving her vulnerable again.
Remembering the days of pain and heartache, she
stiffened.

“I can’t answer those questions for you,” she
said.

“I love you.”

She pointed her finger at him. “Don’t you
dare… don’t you say that now that I’ve moved on and decided to
protect my heart from you. Why couldn’t you tell me that three,
two, or even a month ago? You were a coward.” She reached him in
two steps and jabbed her finger into his chest. “You are a coward.
You asked me to trust you and I did. What did you do with that?
Huh? You bailed at the first sign of emotions, you left me behind.”
Her chest heaved as she released the hurt and pain of his
betrayal.

He reached for her.

She lifted her arm and stopped him. “You don’t
have the right to touch me, not after leaving me without saying
good-bye. No texts, no calls, nothing to tell me you and your son
were okay? What? You were too busy living in this fucking bubble?
Guess what? I’m not buying that. You’re selfish and a coward. You
were afraid to man up and deal with your feelings.”

She stepped aside and headed for the
door.

“You’re right.”

Tamara stopped.

Max faced her. “You’re right. I was and still
am to a certain degree, scared of what I’m feeling. I’ve never been
in love with a woman before. I loved my family, but they’re all
dead.” He took a few steps until he reached her. She looked up into
his eyes, saw his pain and confusion.

“I love my friends but they don’t drive me
crazy with thoughts like this. I am scared to love you, Tamara. I
admit it. Loving you leaves me open, and even though my heart tells
my mind you’re not like the Adele’s or Carin’s in the world, my
mind still sees their bullshit in living color.”

“If you think I’m like them, you shouldn’t be
here.” She turned. His hand rested against the door, above her
head, keeping it closed. He moved closer, his scent filled her
nostrils. Closing her eyes, she refused to look at him.

“I’m here because I’m tired of this battle on
the inside. I was dropping Kevin off to Beth tonight because I
planned to come and talk to you. That’s when I found out you were
having this party. Gayle told me to give you five hours, I did
that.”

Tamara swallowed hard when his fingers ran up
and down her back.

His hair brushed against the side of her face.
“I’m sorry Tamara, I was a coward when it came to facing my
feelings for you. It scared me how much I wanted to be with you all
the time, and how much I needed you. I’ve never needed anyone
before or allowed their needs to come before my own.”

“I don’t trust you.” She delivered those four
words which as much heat as she could considering the fire of lust
running through her body.

Max didn’t play fair. He brushed his hardness
against her ass while boxing her into the door. “If you give me
another chance, I promise I’ll make it up to you. I’ll earn your
trust and give you my heart.”

Tamara closed her eyes and shook her head.
“You hurt me.”

“I know, and I’m sorry.”

He still hadn’t touched her and she wanted to
feel his warmth.

“Let me think about it.” She bit her lip and
prayed for strength.

He took a step back. “Okay. Whatever you need.
I ask one thing.”

Tamara exhaled and then sucked in air.
“What?”

“Neither of us date while you’re thinking
about it. I’m not that accommodating. I’d rather you tell me now
you never want me in your life than know you’re with another
man.”

She turned and met his sincere gaze. “You’ll
be faithful to me?”

His brow rose. “That was never a problem. I
don’t want anyone else. Can you say the same?”

She hid a smile at his testy response. Dating
Pete had really gotten to him.

“Tamara?”

She met his narrowed gaze. “Yes, I can say the
same. But I’m not sure how we move past this.”

“Can I touch you?”

After a miniature battle with her mind, her
heart won. “Yes.”

He took a step and held her close. She reveled
in the feel of him and yes, he was home.

“I’m sorry, baby. I promise to make it up to
you. Give us another chance, please,” he whispered against her
forehead.

“How do I know you won’t shut me out and leave
me again?” She stated her biggest fear.

“Because you won’t let me. You’ll pull me
aside and let me know that’s what you’re feeling and we’ll talk it
out, we can make this work. I know we can. Give me another
chance.”

 Heart
racing, she closed her eyes and listened to the steady beat of his
heart. Could she take another chance with him? When he left, it was
ten times worse than Eugene. She’d had no warning, his abrupt
departure had come out of left field.

“We can do this, but we go slowly. Go home
tonight, let’s think about what we want in a relationship and
tomorrow, the three of us, you, me and Kevin, have a meal together.
Because let’s face it, if he has major problems with us, we’ll need
to rethink some things.”

“Baby, he’s five. I’m not going to allow him
to run my life.”

Tamara thought of the past three months and
kept the cutting remarks to herself. “I understand, but this is the
way I want it. We need to do this with him so he never feels left
out or that I’m taking you from him. He needs to see you happy with
a woman who isn’t his mom.” This time they would take their time
and do it right. Strong relationships took time to build and she
was worth it.

Max squeezed her tight. “Okay. We do it your
way. Can I hold you a while longer?”

Tamara exhaled, releasing the knot of tension
that held her hostage. She hadn’t been sure he’d agree to involve
Kevin in their courtship, but for her it was critical that they do
this together, as a family.

Tomorrow they would start over, take it
slower, and do it right. She snuggled closer filled with hope that
her love for him was enough and that in time they would become a
family in truth.


Reclamation: That’s Not My Baby

 


Max, Brock, and Jose were SEAL team-mates with
a plan. They’d set up a place for vets to hang-out, grab a hot meal
and be themselves. Brock would head up the hostage removal firm
which the other two were share-holders. Jose died in a car accident
before their businesses really got off the ground, leaving his
wife, Adele, for his partners to take care of. At least that’s the
way they set things up. But no one expected Adele to be such a pain
in the ass or that she’d be used to keep tabs on Max or that she’d
end up raped and pregnant.

Max and Brock step up to defend their fallen
brother’s wife only to discover she hadn’t told them everything in
That’s Not My Baby. Coming: January 2015.
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Erosa Knowles has a love for the
written word. Originally from Miami, Florida, Ms. Knowles now
resides in North Carolina with her teenage son. Two older children
are married and live in North Carolina as well. An avid reader
since college, Ms. Knowles is one of those people who keeps her
books as old friends and has re-read all of them at least once.
Many have been read more often.

 


Writing stories, creating worlds and
characters fuels her imagination. It is both physically relaxing
and mentally invigorating. Although life got in the way and she had
to postpone her writing, it is the one career she always craved. As
a full time writer, her days are just as full, except now she is
doing what she loves; reading exciting stories from talented
authors from various genres, and writing the stories that tickle
her imagination.

 


Please visit her
website: http://www.erosaknowles.net for other titles. Also check out the Men of 3X Construction
website: www.menof3Xconstruction.com. Also please visit the Club Reclamation fan page on Facebook
to keep up with the wily characters and surprises.
http://on.fb.me/1wqp4Rp

All my books can be found on Amazon,
Barnes & Nobles, All Romance, and
SittingBullPublications.com
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