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			Nickolas - Dedication:

			To my very best friend and the biggest nag I know, Charlotte Blackwell. Thank you for pushing me to write these for you and keeping me on my toes with your help and comments. I love you very much, Kiddo.

		

	
		
			Nickolas - CHAPTER ONE

			Nick looked across his desk at the young woman applying for the position. Okay, I must have heard her wrong. There’s no way she just said what I think she said. I’m just tired. I’ve conducted at least twenty of these interviews today and I’m just a little punch drunk. Hiring a receptionist/secretary is not as easy as I thought. Let’s try this again.

			“You came here today for this interview, why, again?” Same question really, just a bit more...specific.

			“I said my parole officer said I had to come. She said that I needed to make ‘amends,’ or some other crap. I don’t know. Look, Randall didn’t take anything from you, so I don’t know why she said I had to come here precisely. I told her I thought it was a bad idea, but she was insistent.”

			He just stared. Okay. Take. She said she did not take anything from him. A thief. Why on earth would I want to hire a thief?

			“I haven’t the foggiest idea either. Ms. Morgan, I think this is a mistake. Maybe my brothers know your, ummm...parole officer and set this up as a joke of some sort.”

			Nickolas was going to kill Damon. This sounded just like something he would do. He gathered up Becky Morgan’s file and closed it. He stood up to walk her to the door to his office, but got no further than just standing up. He’d toss it in the trash after she left. She stood up, too, and pulled down her mini-skirt again. She had done that several times already. Well, he would give her points for that; she was not stupid enough to believe he would hire her just because she had a nice set of shapely legs and a pretty face. 

			Her eyes were a shade of blue he had never seen before, almost silver. Her hair hung in a fat braid down her back. Wisps of it curled around her face and slim neck, making her swipe at it annoyingly. Her lips were full and kissable, without a trace of gloss or lipstick. Freckles danced across her nose and along her high cheekbones. She was tall, probably five-ten in her bare feet. She’d just fit under his chin if he were to stand next to her. Her breasts were full, if the view from where he was sitting was any indication. Nick shook his head. What am I thinking? Focus here, idiot. On her, not her body, damn it.

			“Yeah, could be. Well, you’ll tell Ms. Parker that I came by before you throw out my application, won’t you? Yeah, I can see you eyeing the circular filing cabinet. She said to have you call her, that you’d know the number and all.”

			“Margaret Parker? Margaret Parker is your parole officer?” He sat back down, harder than he expected, and clipped his tongue with his teeth coming together. Shit!

			“Yeah, she said you knew her or some other sh…stuff. You okay? You look sort of...well, I was gonna say stiff, but that’s probably not possible. You already look like a rod has replaced your spine.” She was glaring at him.

			His mother. His mother sent him a thief as a potential employee. He opened her file again and really looked at it. He was going to ignore the reference to his spine and the rod; his brothers had been saying something similar to that to him for the past six months. Then he leaned back in his chair and began to massage his forehead right between his eyes. Why did the tension always start there? There was an annoyance in the middle of his chest too.

			Okay, let’s get to the bottom of this. He sat upright again and forced himself to focus on the task at hand. “This is an investment firm, Ms. Morgan. We handle other people’s money, a lot of money, every day. Tell me what you stole and why?” He wanted to get to the bottom of this quickly so he could truthfully tell his mother that he had interviewed Ms. Morgan, but wouldn’t be able to hire her. 

			He looked up at her when he didn’t hear anything from her for a few seconds.

			“I didn’t steal anything. Randall did. I wasn’t even convicted. At least not of that—I didn’t even know that was going on. I didn’t go to jail for that anyway. I went to jail for murder, Mr. Pompous Ass.”

			Murder? Pompous ass? Whoa!

			“Hold on a minute. You went to jail for murder?”

			“Yeah, but not for long. They let me off. I was ... I can’t remember what it’s called, but they figured out I was telling the truth and that it was self-defense. He deserved to die.” Her voice was hard; he could hear the barely controlled anger.

			“Who deserved to die?” Nick’s head was spinning with all this information. Die? Self-defense? What the...?

			“Some guy. It’s none of your business since you’ve already decided I’m not good enough for your precious firm.”

			He watched as she leaned over and picked up her bag, and he got a very nice view down her blouse. Oh yeah, those were very nice and full. Her bag, the thing was really too big to call a purse, was slung over her shoulder as she stood back up. She was halfway to the door when he cleared his throat.

			“Are you leaving? Now? I thought you said that you had to come here for this?” He stood, moved to the other side of his desk, and leaned against it. His headache was now thrumming through his body, making him slightly sick to his stomach.

			She stood by the door, her hand on the knob and her back to him. Even from across the room, he could see that she was trembling. From what, he wasn’t sure; anger came to mind first, but why was she mad, he didn’t know. He’d been the one who had been tricked into this mess.

			“Yes. Yes, I’m leaving now. I’m leaving before I say something I’ll regret. Maybe I’ll regret, I don’t know. Maybe I won’t regret it until tomorrow or the next day, if ever, you ... you stupid jerk. Have a good day, Mr. Investment Banker Grant.” She opened the door without a backward glance and closed it quietly behind her.

			Nick sat there for a good two minutes without a thought in his head and stared at the door she’d just left through. Then he jumped up and called the lobby. He knew he’d be cutting it close, but he wasn’t going to let her get away with that last comment. Jerk indeed.

			“David, its Nick Grant. There’s a young woman coming down. I need you to detain her. Hummm...nice body, she has a head of dark red hair, a short skirt, huge pink bag. Tell her I’ll be down momentarily.” He hung up, confident in David Tulle’s ability as his security guard to keep her there until he made another phone call.

			“Mom, it’s Nick, your son. Want to explain to me why you sent me an ex-con to interview?” He was moving toward the stairs, knowing that if he took the elevator, he’d lose the connection with her. And he wanted to hear her reasons before he talked with Ms. Morgan again.

		

	
		
			Nickolas - CHAPTER TWO

			“Nicky, love, I know it’s you. They’ve invented this new thing called caller ID, perhaps you’ve heard of it. It puts your name right there on the phone for me to see, along with your phone number. And what ex-con did I send you? Because I do believe I’d remember even that in my dotage.”

			It was a good thing he loved her, he thought, or he’d seriously have to consider parenticide.

			“Becky Morgan. And don’t try to deny it, because she told me that you told me to call you when she left.” He had to stop on the stairs and catch his breath. He ran eighteen miles a day on the treadmill. What was wrong with him? he wondered.

			“First of all, her name is not Becky Morgan. Don’t you read anything anymore? Secondly...hang on; I have to take this call.”

			He pulled the phone from his ear and looked at it. She put him on hold! He started walking down the steps again, a little slower. Just three more flights to go. After five minutes, she came back on the line.

			“Nicky, darling, did you have that poor man David try to detain your so called ex-con?”

			He was almost afraid to answer that. He could hear that tone in her voice, the Mom tone. It said, “Don’t even try lying because I already know the truth.”

			“I might have. Why?” He was at the door at the lobby now, but didn’t go through it. If he had to grovel to his mom, he was not going to let everyone in the lobby hear it.

			“Well, they’ve just called the paramedics for him. He is bleeding on the ugly carpet I told you not to put in. It’s much too sedate and boring. You should have gone with the royal blue one—”

			“Mom! I need you to focus here. Why are the paramedics on their way for David?” He pushed the door open with a bang. He was three feet from a crowd gathered around what he could only assume was his security guard.

			“She said that she asked him several times not to touch her, and she also warned him that she could and would defend herself if he did. She said that he grabbed her arm and ripped her shirt—a borrowed shirt I might add. What is wrong with you? Are you actually telling your employees to accost young women now? Nicholas Patrick Grant, I’m very angry with you right now.” He could hear it too.

			Nickolas could hear her voice get just a tad more pitch behind it with every word until she got to his full name. A kid always knew when he was in trouble because his mom would use his entire name to yell for him. It didn’t change much as an adult either.

			“Are you saying that Becky attacked David? That just doesn’t sound—”

			“Her name is Morgan Becky, not Becky Morgan, you jackass. And why would I lie to you, I ask you? I sent her in there in good faith to get a job. And what do you do? You—”

			“Mom she’s an ex-con, I can’t—”

			“You will not interrupt your mother again, young man. She is not an ex-con. She was acquitted of all charges and released. I am not her parole officer; I’m her counselor and friend. Well, probably not after this. How could you?”

			He could hear the hurt in her voice and felt bad that he had put it there.

			Nickolas didn’t know what to say. He felt like he was six years old again and had just broken the cookie jar. Or rather, his brother Jamie had broken it—he’d just dared him to it. Of course ,Jamie had done it; he never could turn down a dare.

			“Mom, I’m sorry. Let me see to David, and then I’ll find Ms. Mor ... Becky, and make it up to her. I’m really sorry.”

			“See that you do. And I want you to call me as soon as you have apologized to her. Apologized to her several times, I mean. Nickolas, if you don’t make this right, I’ll go back to setting you up with potential wives again. I swear. And I won’t be as choosy this time.”

			“God, no! Please don’t do that. I beg you, please. I’ll make it up to her, I swear. You can depend on me.” That was a promise he would follow through on even if he had to buy the little twit all of Tiffany’s.to make her happy. 

			Nick walked over to the scene and, in a glance, could see that David was indeed in need of paramedics. His head was bleeding quite profusely from the open wound on the back. One of the girls from his brother Damon’s office—he had an office in the building too—was holding a pad over it and talking quietly to him. And there stood Ms. Mor ... Becky, nearly vibrating in her anger.

			“You all right, David? Did anyone call your wife?” He decided to ignore the beautiful woman for now, at least until he got a better control on his temper.

			“Yes, sir. Roger called her. She’s gonna meet me there. It’s all my fault, Mr. Grant. Miss Becky told me to let her go and she said that she’d hurt me if I didn’t. I should have just let her go like she said. My missus is gonna be pissed about this. I ripped her shirt too. Miss Becky’s, I mean.” David handed the small strip of material over to Nick that he still had clutched in his hand. Nick looked up at Morgan.

			“Don’t you have something to say to David, Ms. Becky? I mean, was it really necessary to hit him in the head?” Her hands were trembling when she took the material from him. Snatched would have been a better word, but he let it go. He was in enough trouble with his mother without adding insult to injury.

			“You mean I should apologize? I don’t think so. I’m sorry he was hurt. I never meant for him to hit his head. If anyone should apologize, it should be you.”

			“Me? What the hell did I do? You’re the one who knocked him over. I wasn’t finished talking to you and you left.”

			“Screw you.” And with that, she turned on her heel and stormed out of the building. Nick would have given chase, but the ambulance showed up just then and, as David’s employer, he felt it was his duty to go with him.

			David Tulle was fine after a quick trip to the hospital and fifteen stitches later. When he had grabbed at Morgan’s arm as she moved to pass him, she countered with a sweep of her leg under his and threw him to the floor. Falling down, he had hit his head on the corner of the front desk, grabbing at her borrowed shirt and ripping it.

			Of course, the firm paid for the entire thing and even sprang for lunch for David and his obviously pregnant wife, who had met them at the hospital. Nick then made the trip back to the office to pick up Ms. Becky’s file and make everything all right with his mom. No way was he letting her set him up on blind dates again.

			Nick was okay with being single. He dated when he wanted to, which wasn’t really that often. At twenty-nine, he was a widower of nearly eight years now.

			His wife Nancy had been killed in a car crash about a year into their marriage, along with his dad on their way back from dropping him off at the airport. He had been on his way to a conference in Milan when slick roads and a drunk driver had crashed into them.

		

	
		
			Nickolas - CHAPTER THREE

			Finding Ms. Becky proved to be much harder than he had thought it would be. The cell phone number she had listed belonged to the group home she was staying in. The warden, because there was no way he was calling her Betty White, had told him in a stern voice that her clients were not allowed to have the phones for more than one trip out of the house, and they had to return them to her or else. He didn’t ask what the “or else” constituted; no way did he want to know. When he asked to leave a message, the warden said she was not her secretary, so no; she would not take a message for Ms. Becky.

			He drove there next. As he got close, he really wished he hadn’t. The neighborhood was one that he would never be caught in after dark—maybe even after the sun came up, either. The building had been a grade school at one time, he guessed, and was now a halfway house for female ex-cons. He was given a pager and told to wait in the main hall. If Morgan wanted to see him, she’d page him and then someone would take him to her.

			As he sat there waiting in the foyer, one tough-looking woman after another passed him, eyeing him up and down appreciatively. Is my shirttail out or what? he wondered. There was a full-length mirror in the hallway, so he surreptitiously checked himself out.

			He had always considered himself an okay-looking guy. He was tall, six-five in his stocking feet. His hair was black, so black it had a blue sheen to it, and straight as a poker, as his Dad used to say. He had a nice eight-pack that he worked very hard to maintain with exercise and healthy eating. His eyes were perhaps his best feature, he thought—light gray, almost a clear blue in the sunlight. But right now, at this moment, he felt like a slab of meat hanging on a rack somewhere.

			As word got around that someone had a male visitor sitting in the entrance hallway, more women found a reason to pass by and gawk at him. The women, and he wasn’t always sure about that, came out in droves to stare at him. One woman had even asked him to turn around so she could see his “nice ass.” He felt really stupid, but did turn around for her, but it was mostly to have her stop staring at his crotch. She hooted with laughter and made rude sucking noises to her friends. 

			He took out his cell phone and called his mom again. If ever a guy needed his mommy, it was now.

			“Mom, it’s Nick, your son. Have you ever been down here where Ms. Becky is staying?” He had kept his voice low—there wasn’t any sense in offending anyone.

			“No, why? I heard once it was a big place, but not much more. It’s sort of a revolving door for most of them. They have to stay there until they have a permanent place to live. Most of them end up back in the same situation as they were when they got into trouble.”

			“It’s in a questionable neighborhood. Actually, I would consider that to be an understatement. It’s in a horrible part of t—”

			Suddenly, he was interrupted by a loud voice. “Hey, ass boy!! Turn around; let me see your stuff. I need a man, and you look like you can handle a woman like me.” He looked around and saw a huge, voluptuous African–American woman staring at him lasciviously.

			“Uh, Mom—”

			“Leave the building right now, Nick. Turn around and get out.” He decided his mother’s advice was right on for a change. He got up and started to leave.

			“Where you going? Come on back here. I want some lovin’ and you’re gonna do it. I don’t wanna have to hurt you.” He glanced back once and saw that she was lumbering toward him. He took another hasty step forward and felt someone grab his arm. He was being jerked around before he could he could blink.

			“Whoa!”

			“Nickolas, get out! Right now!”

			He tried, he really did. The huge momma pressed herself against him and tried to kiss him. As he was trying to extricate himself, he heard another voice, one he was vaguely familiar with.

			“Big Martha, you need to step away from that man. He’s here to see me. Why, I have no idea, but I’m sure he’ll tell me. I don’t want to have to hurt you, so step away.” Morgan Becky. He couldn’t see her around the woman who was now groping his crotch.

			“You? A little thing like you? Get real. I ain’t afraid of a little nothing like you.” She banged his head against the wall as she spoke.

			Nick was starting to get a headache again. Wham! Suddenly everything went black.

			~~~

			“Oh, don’t be ridiculous, Morgan. Of course not. You have to be able to get there first, don’t you? Why you are so stubborn is beyond me.” Nick woke up to the sound of his mother’s voice, then he heard her huff. He’d never heard his mother huff at anyone but him and his brothers before and wondered at the cause.

			He opened his eyes, and looked around. He was obviously in a hospital room, but why? Thinking hurt his head. He tried to move his hand up to touch his forehead, but he ended up hitting himself in the head with the board attached to his wrist with the IV in it.

			“Mom? What happened? Why am I in the hospital?” He moved to sit up straighter and got a stabbing pain in his right temple for his effort. He had to take a couple of deep breaths and close his eyes before he moved again.

			He heard another voice. “I hit you. It wasn’t on purpose. You sort of got used as a human shield and your eye got in the way. The doc said you’d be okay in the morning, only a little bruising.” He looked over and saw the ex-con, or whatever she was. What’s her name again? Morgan. Her lip was swollen and her jaw had a large bruise on it. He also noticed that she had a tear in her T-shirt. My eye got in the way? Huh?

			“Oh, Nicky. I told you to leave. Why the hell didn’t you listen to me? You aren’t used to those kinds of women and she could have really hurt you.” His mother didn’t sound very motherly at the moment, but pissed off.

			“I’m in the hospital. I think someone did hurt me.” He turned to Morgan. “Who did that to you? What did you call her? Big Martha?”

			Instead of answering, Morgan pursed her lips, stood up, opened the curtain that surrounded the bed, and walked away. ER. He was still in the emergency room.

			“She really didn’t mean to hurt you, you know. She told the police that she was trying to rescue you from Big Martha, and when Martha pulled you in front of her, she couldn’t stop her foot from connecting with your face. She won’t let anyone look at her, but the woman who runs the place, Ms. White, said that she took quite a beating from Martha’s crew before she rendered Martha unconscious.”

			She knocked Big Martha out? While she was outnumbered? He didn’t remember that, or anything else, as a matter of fact, after Big Martha went after him.

			“Did she say why she won’t let anyone look at her?” Things were starting to come back now with alarming clarity. That big woman, presumably Big Martha, had said she needed some loving. And he was going to give it to her. He shuddered at that. He remembered Morgan’s voice and she had asked her to let him go, that he’d come to see her.

			“She won’t say, stubborn girl. Why I’d like to tan both—”

			Just then, the doctor walked in.

			“Hello, Mr. Grant. How are you this fine morning? Quite a beating you took there. Let’s have a look at those peepers, why don’t we? Ms. Parker, how are you?” Dr. Emily Fraley took out her little flashlight and pointed it at his left eye. The pain was immediate and sharp and he jerked back from it. She let him, and then frowned down at him.

			That couldn’t be good, he thought. “What? You frowned.” He rubbed his chest. There was that annoyance again. He refused to call it a pain.

			“I’m going to want to keep you overnight. I don’t like what I see in your eyes. I think you might have a good-sized concussion.” She took his chart off the end of his bed and made some notes.

			How could I have any-sized concussion from a foot to the head? And how the hell did she get her foot that far up? I’m six–five! And where the hell did the owner of that foot go, anyway?

			“Where did Ms. Becky go, Mom? She should have to stay too. She’s the one who kicked me.” He believed in equal punishment for equal guilt. 

			“The young woman? Oh, that policeman, Officer Denty, is still talking to her. She’s just down the hall, I think. Mr. Grant, is there someone who could bring you some personal things? I’ll see where we can put you now.” Dr. Fraley disappeared around the curtain, his mom close on her heels. He hoped Mom was going to see to Morgan. The silly girl needed to be looked at too.

		

	
		
			Nickolas - CHAPTER FOUR

			“Are you paying attention to me, girly? I don’t think you’re givin’ me the respect this here badge says you should.” Officer Alex Denty had been talking at her for the past twenty minutes. This was the second time he’d referred to his badge like it was the Holy Grail or something. But she’d learned that you didn’t argue with the badge, or the man behind it.

			“Yes, sir, I’m paying attention. You said that my things at the halfway house had been destroyed. And I do respect you as an officer.” She looked down the hall and saw Ms. Parker coming their way. Shit! She so didn’t need this.

			“Hello, Denty. Don’t you have other innocent victims to harass? This ‘girly’ is with me, and you know how much respect I have for you, you ...”

			Morgan started to laugh, and then quickly turned it into a cough when the cop jerked back around to her. She didn’t have a lot to laugh at most of the time, so that had caught her off guard. She nearly missed the wink Ms. Parker sent her way.

			“I was just tellin’ the ... Ms. Morgan here that her things got torn up at the halfway house, ain’t nothing left. Not that she had much anyways, but there you have it. You can’t go back neither. Mrs. White says she runs a respectable place and she ain’t having you causing trouble.”

			Morgan glanced at Ms. Parker. No hope for it, she’d heard.

			“Thank you, Officer Denty. I appreciate you giving me the time out of your busy schedule to let me know.” Morgan started to walk away, toward the exit, hoping she could get out before he said something else she didn’t want everyone to know.

			But Mrs. Parker jumped in. “Wait! Wait right there, young lady.” Morgan turned when she yelled; she had been drilled on stopping when told. “Officer Denty, are you going to do anything about her things being destroyed? Destruction of property? Invasion of privacy? You know, do your job?”

			The officer answered Mrs. Parker, but never took his eyes from Morgan. “There weren’t nothing there really. Little bit of clothes, some books, nothing to get all twisted up about, is there, Ms. Morgan?” 

			It was that tone, the tone that said, You agree with me or find yourself at the wrong end of my fist sometime in the near future.

			“Nothing worth getting upset over, Ms. Parker. Really, it’s all right. I have the important stuff with me. Please, it’s okay. I’m okay with this.” Morgan looked at her and hoped she would just back off. She didn’t need any more trouble right now.

			“Morgan is her first name, not her last. Morgan, go to Nick’s area and wait for me there. And I mean right there, you understand? Mr. Denty and I have a few things to discuss in private.”

			Morgan hesitated. She didn’t want to. She didn’t want to go back to the arrogant ass, nor did she want to leave this woman alone with the cop. She actually thought Ms. Parker might hurt him.

			 “Yes, ma’am.” She moved toward the curtained area, dragging her feet as she went.

			Margaret had said his area, not right at his bedside, so Morgan waited on the outside of Nickolas’ curtain, pacing back and forth, muttering to herself. “I’m an adult, not a child, and I wish people would flipping remember that. What does she think I’ll do, roam around the hospital and cause trouble for someone else?”

			“I would say that’s a yes. Trouble does seem to follow you around fairly close. I’ve been to this hospital more in the past twenty-four hours than I have been in the past twenty-four days,” Nickolas said from the other side of the curtained area.

			Morgan saw red.

			Morgan flipped the curtain back so quickly that the nurse standing next to his bed jumped like she’d been struck by something. Morgan paid little attention to her and lit into the man on the bed.

			“Why you arrogant, pigheaded, overbearing, egotistical prick. You have the nerve, the very nerve, to make this my fault. Mine? Are you seriously thinking that you had nothing to do with this entire event?

			“First, you told that security guard to detain me, to keep me there until you got your stuffy ass down there to grace me with your presence. And I warned him not to touch me, but, oh no, he had to ignore that. Then you’re the one who came to the halfway house to see me—I didn’t invite you there. And you’re the one who let himself get close enough to Big Martha to be used as a shield. It was you who ... who, oh, shit! I’m gonna be sick.” She glanced quickly at the nurse now, and ran in the direction she indicated, holding one hand over her stomach and the other over her mouth.

			Morgan hated getting upset, especially mad upset. She really hated getting mad and loud upset. She heaved the very little food she’d had on her belly and sat there on the floor for several minutes afterwards, just resting and thinking. Shit! I can’t go back to the halfway house. Now what the hell do I do?

			Morgan didn’t have any clothes, just the ones she had on and the three or four pair of panties she always carried with her. There was also an extra T-shirt and some clean socks. The prison had given her five hundred dollars when they had let her go, and she had wisely put that in a plastic baggie in the waistband of her jeans. She still had over four hundred and fifty of that left.

			Her other belongings, the ones now destroyed rubble at the house, were two books that she’d not finished reading, three more T-shirts, another pair of jeans, bras and more panties. There was also an assortment of toiletries. She’d not purchased anything else, thinking—well, hoping really—she’d be able to get a job before she needed a coat and things like that. She didn’t have any family, so there were no letters from home, nor any pictures.

			She was still deep in thought when someone knocked at the bathroom door.

			“Morgan, are you all right?” Ms. Parker must have finished with Denty. She had really hoped that she’d just go home with her son and forget about her. No such luck.

			“Yeah, I’m fine. I’m coming out in a second.” She stood up and dug into the big bag and found her toothbrush and toothpaste. She took several paper towels and, after wetting them really well, she washed down the sink and the spigots with the soap in the dispenser. She wasn’t a clean freak, but she was in a hospital where people were sick. She didn’t want to take any chances with catching something lingering. She didn’t mind dying, would probably welcome it, she mused, but she didn’t want to spend the next ten years dying from something she’d caught here. After thoroughly brushing her teeth and her tongue twice, she opened the door.

		

	
		
			Nickolas - CHAPTER FIVE

			Nick looked up at three of his brothers. He was not amused by their presence, or their comments. Damon had come on the scene just as Morgan had started her tirade at him. He had rushed around the curtain in time to see her beat it to the bathroom to be sick. Then when Jamie and Byron had come in, Damon told them the story in great detail and with lots of embellishments. 

			“She did not call me a self-righteous prig. If you are going to tell the story, at least tell it without lying,” Nick told Damon. “Where is she anyway? Mom said she was having issues with her and she’d be right back.” He was in a room now, and his head was hurting a whole lot less now that they had given him something for the intense pain shooting from his temple to his eyeball. He rubbed his chest again, and noticed that Damon was starting at him intently.

			“You gonna get that checked? Or am I gonna have to have Mom haul your ass in my office again?” Damon, the second oldest, was a doctor. He’d been a great surgeon until a few years ago, when he’d quit the hospital without a backward glance and opened his own practice in the same building as Nick owned.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve had a really shitty day, in case you hadn’t noticed.” He leaned back against the bed and tried not to think about the burning in his chest. He needed to focus on something besides the pain. He thought instead of the girl who had disrupted his otherwise...okay, boring life.

			“Mom said that she doesn’t know where she is and she’s trying to find her. She seemed pretty upset when I saw her before I came in here. Who is this chick anyway?” Spencer said as he came in the door with his youngest brother, Devin.

			Great! Just friggin great! All five of them. Could this day get any worse? Nick groaned loudly when Damon started the story over yet again, with even more elaborate details from Jamie and Byron who weren’t even in the room when it happened.

			“You all had better have a kiss for your poor old mother, or I’m going to get really mad.” Margaret Parker always made a grand entrance. “Chick? I’ll have you know she is a grown woman. And if I hear that derogatory word from your mouth again without referring to a baby chicken, I will wash it out with a bar of lye soap, young man. She’s my friend still, no thanks to your brother. I’m trying to find her a steady job and now housing, if I can locate the little nitwit.” She simply stood by the only chair in the room and Nick watched as his brother Byron nearly fell over getting up for her to sit down.

			He smiled at her grouse. His mother was, by and far, the most loved mother of all time, he was sure. She had her six sons wrapped quite tightly around her little finger. And she knew it.

			After the lavish compliments, hugs and kisses, they settled down on any available place they could in Nick’s private room. He had had to move his legs twice to make room for two of his brothers. Devin ordered pizzas for them, plus the nursing staff, and had bribed one of the delivery people stop and get a six pack of his favorite dark beer. It helped that he owned the shop, he supposed.

			They were all successful, men of worth, as their grandfather had called them. Each of them had gone to college on an academic scholarship, despite the fact that they could afford any university they wanted to go to.

			Spencer and Jamie were university professors, Spencer with tenure. Devin had his own practice, and also a tenant in his building as a criminal lawyer. Damon, too, had a practice in the Grant building. Byron had an office there, as well, but was seldom in residence. He was a famous artist and potter. His staff worked from the third and fourth floors, taking orders, setting up shows and keeping track of Byron, who needed a keeper more than any kid would.

			“Wait! She was staying at the halfway house where I was ... where that ... where I was hurt.” He so did not want his brothers to find out that he had nearly been Big Martha’s lover in a house of recently released prisoners. Women prisoners.

			“Well, that’s where she was until she had to rescue you today. Apparently, while she was here, a few of Big Martha’s crew went in and tore all of her things up, and what they couldn’t destroy, they set fire to. And because of the ‘disruptions’ she caused, she’s been told she can’t stay there any longer. And now ... now I can’t find her.” Nick felt his mother’s pointed glare at him and flushed. He was rubbing his chest again before he knew it.

			“When was the last time you saw her, and where?” Damon was speaking to his mother, but watching him. Nick put his hand under the blanket. Damon’s penetrating stare was starting to make him uncomfortable, and before he knew it, he was back to rubbing again. Well, fuck.

			“She was in the hall with that cop, Denty. I really despise that man—arrogant asshole. I sent her back to Nicky to wait so that I could give him a piece of my mind, but when I got there, she wasn’t. Did either of you see her?” Nick looked at his brother when his mother asked him.

			“She was with him when I got here, but took off to the ladies room seconds later. She was sick, she said. She’d been browbeating this one here and suddenly needed to throw up. That pretty nurse came in just after, and we got busy moving Nick up here. I didn’t think to check on her since then. You?” Damon nodded toward him.

			Nick hated to admit it, but he hadn’t thought of her either. “She couldn’t have gotten far. I mean, didn’t you say she was beaten up, too? I still don’t understand why you didn’t just make her get checked out—you have no problem telling us what to do on a daily basis.” He started to glare at her, but decided that wasn’t such a smart move. He loved his mom very much, but frankly, she still frightened him a tad.

			“She isn’t my son, and, by far, more than a little—” She stopped when his room door was thrown open.

			“Ms. Parker? That woman you were asking about? They just found her down in x-ray. Somebody knocked her out with something. They’re taking her to ER now. I don’t know any more than that.” The obviously flustered nurse came in and took Nick’s blood pressure, then tsk, tsked at the elevation.

			After a few seconds of noisy silence, his mom slapped Damon on the arm to get him moving. “Don’t just stand there. Go to ER and see to her!” And he took off.

		

	
		
			Nickolas - CHAPTER SIX

			Morgan suddenly popped open her eyes. It paid to be alert and ready at all times when you were in prison, and now that she was out, it wasn’t any different.

			The man sitting in the chair directly in front of her simply stared, not saying a word. He didn’t move, but continued to look back at her. A quick glance around the room told her a couple of things. She was in a hospital room, not a cubical in the emergency room. And she was in a private room, and it was a really nice room at that.

			Morgan rolled to her back and moaned at the pain that shot through her body. She closed her eyes against the onslaught of agony that raced to every nerve in her. She wondered vaguely if there was a single muscle that didn’t hurt right now.

			“You have a deep concussion to the left side of your head, just above your ear. I had to put in seventeen stitches to close it up. X-rays show no brain swelling, but we’ll check it again in the morning with another one to be sure. You have two broken ribs, as I’m sure you felt when you rolled over like that,” Damon Grant said. She looked back over at him.

			Morgan didn’t say anything. What was there to say? He’d put the stitches in so he was a doctor; he dressed much too nice to be a nurse. She didn’t need to ask him what had happened, or who’d done it. She knew the answer to both of those questions too.

			Moving her right hand over her abdomen, she felt her money missing, and that they had not catheterized her. It took her two tries to talk. Her throat and mouth felt Sahara dry. “Money?” She was in one of those less than modest hospital gowns so figured someone had seen it and taken it. Hopefully someone honest.

			“One of my brothers has it. He has a safe in his office; he put it in there for you. As soon as you’re released, he’ll bring it back to you.” She nodded at him. 

			Morgan moved her hands to her lap and touched the needle on the back of her hand without letting him see what she was doing. She pulled it out gently and then, using the tape from the site, bent the tubing and taped it closed. Next, she moved her hand along the bed rail to find the controls to the bed.

			Morgan’s head was spinning, and making out the arrows and other icons on the thing made her a little lightheaded. She pushed one of the buttons and nearly screamed out loud when it stretched her out by lowering her flat. Quickly pushing another button had her rising up. She glanced over at him and noticed that while he was still sitting in the chair, he had now moved to a more alert position by sitting on the edge of the seat.

			“You may not want to go too far up. You’re pretty beat up. And with the broken ribs, it’ll be painful.”

			It already was, she wanted to scream at him, but bit her lip to keep quiet. She had to stop once; fear of passing out from the shear intensity of pain had her taking in deep breaths until she could move again. When she was as far upright as she could physically stand, she stopped moving. It was another minute or two before she felt she could move on to the next phase of her plan.

			Gingerly moving her feet to the side of the bed, she rolled and pushed herself into a sitting position in one movement. Stars danced behind her lids as she sat there, her back now to the man. He didn’t say anything, but she heard his hiss of breath, then the deep chuckle. He had to see the other marks she was sure was there.

			“There’s a deep contusion on your left thigh that should keep you from standing, but at this point, I’d say it won’t stop you from trying. It has a perfect print of a boot, so I’m guessing that someone kicked you there. The police took pictures. It’s gonna hurt like hell when you get up. I say when because you are just stubborn enough to pull is off. So ... if you stand up without falling over, I’ll kiss you. Damn, but you are one stubborn broad.”

			Morgan could hear the humor lacing his words. She wasn’t out to prove anything to anyone. And if he came toward her with the intentions of kissing her, she’d make him regret that for many months to come.

			Moving closer to the edge, she moved her right leg to the floor. It was tricky as the side rail to the bed was up and she seemed to be about seventy feet off the floor. When her toes touched the tile, she nearly cried with relief. Grasping the rail, she slowly moved her other leg down to be with its mate. She stood with all her weight on her right leg until she could get the pain under some sort of control and slowly, very slowly, began bearing weight on her left foot.

			At first it didn’t seem all that bad, and then, suddenly, pain shot from her toes to her hip like a knife stabbing the entire length. She bit her lower lip until she tasted blood. Dizzy now, she held onto the rail in a white-knuckle grip until she could breathe again. She opened her eyes and the man stood in front of her, concern written all over his face. She’d never heard him move.

			“Let me help you back into bed, Ms. Becky, before the pain overwhelms you.” When he reached out to touch her, she jerked back in terror. Her whimper had nothing to do with the pain this time, but the fear of the man. He must have realized it and took a hasty step back.

			“Don’t touch me. I...I don’t know you. You need to back ... move away. Please.” He took another step back and folded his arms over his massive chest. But he didn’t stop watching at her.

			Each step was an agonizing, mind numbing haze of pain. Putting most of her slight weight on the bed, she moved to the end, then across the foot to the top again. She had seen the little closet and was now making her way to it, praying that she’d make it without the support of the bed to hold her up. Concentrating on one step at a time, she leaned heavily on the door when she finally made it. Opening it up, and sobbing with untold happiness at finding her things there, she gathered them into her arm and, holding on to herself, moved to the bathroom.

			Even though she knew it would feel wonderful, Morgan didn’t sit on the commode. She didn’t because she was terrified she’d not be able to get up again. Crying openly now that she was alone, she began the chore of getting first undressed then dressed again.

			Taking off the gown, she nearly did sit. The bruises were horrific and many. She knew that some of them had happened today when Big Martha had attacked her, but some had happened when…well, she needed to get away from here before he came back and finished the job. She pulled her bloodied shirt from the pile of clothes and her bra. There was a little blood on it, but it was all she had. She put it on; luckily, the hook was in the front.

			Morgan heard the man on the other side of the door talking. She couldn’t hear what he was saying and, frankly, didn’t really care. She’d be gone soon enough, and if they thought she was paying for this room, well, she couldn’t afford it.

			The loose-fitting pants—who was she kidding? Everything she owned fit her like it was too big—felt good and hardly rubbed the bruise at all. Her shoes were a problem, but she only slipped them on without even attempting to tie them. She could only brush her hair and let it hang long down her back. As soon as she could find some scissors, the shit was coming off. After brushing her teeth, she felt more human. She opened the door quietly and moved out into the room.

			The doctor was sitting in the same chair as before. This time, however, he was positioned in front of the door. Well, fuck, so much for a clean get away.

			“Move. You can’t keep me here. I know my rights.”

			Morgan put as much hardness in her voice as she could, but all this moving and the pain had exhausted her. She was dizzier now than she had been, her leg was throbbing like a tooth ache, and she was pretty sure she was going to be sick.

			“Actually, I can, as you see. I can’t let you leave, Morgan. Not like this. You’re eyes are glazed over with pain, you can barely walk without help, and you have nowhere to go. My mom will be here in a few seconds, as will my brothers. So pop a squat and we’ll wait for the family to show up.” He leaned his head back against the chair and grinned at her. Arrogant ass.

			“This says I don’t wait. Now move or one of us is going back to prison, and the other, the morgue.” She watched as his eyes widened at the sight of the gun she was holding in her hand.

		

	
		
			Nickolas - CHAPTER SEVEN

			Damon stared at the gun, then at the woman. Damn, but she was feisty. He couldn’t help it. He threw back his head and laughed. Still seemly lounging in the chair, he reached up and snatched the gun from her hand.

			“If you’re going to hold a gun on someone, you need to make sure that they can’t see it’s a squirt gun and it doesn’t have an orange tip at the end. Now, get your happy ass in that bed before you fall over.”

			Damon watched her face. He looked for any sign that she was going to try something equally stupid as the gun, but she just stood there. When he stood up, she scrambled back several steps and he could see the pain this caused her, but he was either going to have to intimidate, or pick her up to get her into the bed. Neither was she going to like.

			“I hate you.” She stood there, glaring at him for a long time. He had to admit that she was pretty good at it, rivaled only by his mother. His mom could tear the skin right off of you with a look.

			“Bed, Morgan, or I pick you up and put you there.” The anger and fear that came into her eyes nearly made him relent, but he needed her to lie down before she fell down. She turned around and hobbled to the bed, her posture stiff and hard.

			Morgan had just managed to get across the room when her door flew open. His brothers never made anything but a grand entrance. His mom came in right behind them, fussing at Byron about his lack of pants without holes in them. She took one look at Morgan and turned her attention to her.

			“Oh you poor baby. Come on now. Let’s get you back to bed. Why is she dressed? You can’t think you’re going anywhere, not like this. Why, you can barely walk. Damon, what have you been doing to her?”

			He just looked at his mom and scolded. “Me? I haven’t done anything. I told her to stay in bed, and then she got up anyway. Which, I must say, impressed the hel…heck out of me. She is one stubborn little girl.”

			Damon grinned at Morgan when she looked ready to hit him. He simply couldn’t help himself. Damn, but that girl had spunk.

			“He didn’t do anything but keep me here and I’m sure that wasn’t his first idea. I want you people to leave me alone, damn it! I am a grown woman! You have to have another person you can annoy the shit out of because I have had enough. Now, get out! Fucking get out!”

			Damon shifted his astonishment between the two women. His brothers were doing the same. He was sure at any moment the fireworks were going to start. And, damn, Nicky boy was missing it all.

			“No, I don’t have anyone right at the moment. You’ll just have to put up with me. Boys, leave us, please. I’d like to talk to Morgan alone.”

			Damon looked over at Morgan and saw her turn her back on them. He wasn’t sure if he should have been pissed or impressed with her. Once in the hall, he walked down to his brother’s room to fill him in. Grinning like an idiot, he walked in Nicky’s room and bellowed, “You are not going to fucking believe that girl!”

			~~~

			“Nicky, what the hell are you doing now?” 

			Damon had just relayed the fight between Ms. Becky and his mom and he expected him to just lie there? Not bloody likely.

			“I’m going down there and kick her ass is what I’m gonna do. Move.” Nick was out the door and down the hall before he had the last button done up on his robe. He was ten feet from the room when he heard the yelling. He nearly kicked in the door, but paused.

			“I only want to help you! What is so hard to believe...?”

			“Help me? Help me? I needed help five years ago, Mrs. Parker. Not now. I needed help when that bastard had me tied to the wall. When he raped me every fucking day for nine days. I needed help then when he sold me to his friends, giving them the opportunity to rape me as well. ‘Have a little fun with the little cunt she has,’ he said as a selling point. And when he tired of using his dick, he’d ram whatever was around into me, over and over until the blood would soak his hand. Do you know what this is? It’s a perfect imprint of his teeth; yeah, he’d bite me hard enough to leave a reminder. I have several of them all over my body. Then there are the cigar burns, the lighter burns. He tried to set fire to my pubic hair once to see if it would burn faster than my head hair. Good thing the blood was too fresh to get it going, huh? Help me? I want to die, Ms. Parker. Will you help me with that?”

			“That’s enough.” Nick didn’t remember walking into her room, but was there suddenly. His mom looked like she had been pole axed, and Morgan looked defeated.

			“Oh, Nickolas, I...I think...” He encircled his mom in his arms when she threw herself at him. He held her while she cried. He watched Morgan move to the bed and slowly work her way onto it. When she was able to get atop it, she pulled the sheet up to her chin and looked off into the room.

			“Mom, go outside with Damon and the others. I’d like a few words with Morgan in private please.” He pushed her along into his brother’s arms and waited for them the close the door behind them before going over to the chair by the bed.

			Nick didn’t know what to say. No words, no thought, nothing. He sat there for several minutes before he thought he could speak.

			“Do you need anything right now?” He winced at the question. How was she supposed to answer that? he wondered.

			“Go away. I want to be left alone. Just, please go away.” His heart clenched at the sound of her voice. It was broken and low, defeated and sad all at once.

			“All right. For now. I’ll be back as soon as I see to my mom. Morgan, I...” He watched as she rolled over to her other side and huddled under the blanket. She moaned softly, and he could tell that she was crying. Her shoulders were trembling.

			For reasons he didn’t want to think about, her tears bothered him more than his mother’s had.

		

	
		
			Nickolas - CHAPTER EIGHT

			It was dark when Morgan woke up the next time. She hadn’t meant to fall asleep, but she’d been crying and must have dozed off. Her whole body hurt, including her heart. She moved her leg gingerly and cried out at the pain shooting from the muscle in her thigh.

			“Damon said you could have something for pain if you wanted it.”

			Nickolas Grant. What did she expect? He’d said he’d be back. His voice was coming from behind her, so she needed to turn over, but didn’t really want to. She’d never been one to hide from something, but face it straight on. She moved slowly and stopped at her back; the pain was too much.

			“I don’t want anything. I can only go this far right now, and I don’t know how long it will take me to get the rest of the way over, so if you wanna begin...”

			“All right. There’s a tray of food in front of you. Eat it while I talk.” The light flared on and she shied away from it as best she could without moving too much. He was suddenly standing in front of her opening covers off of food.

			Morgan wasn’t going to eat anything, but didn’t say anything. He’d just argue with her; she knew it, so she watched. When he had everything arranged, he slid the half table over in front of her, sat on the bed and picked up the fork. She turned her head from him.

			“No. Say what you have to say then leave, Dr. Grant. I’m sure you have other things to do. I know I do.” She heard him growl and nearly turned toward him, but didn’t.

			“You’re not stupid. I’ve seen your transcript from college. So I won’t even go into the reasons you need to keep your strength up by eating, how you’ll heal much faster if your body isn’t fighting starvation too.” She heard the authority in his voice, the one that said, you’ll listen or else. “This is the way this is going to work. I’m going to feed you this dinner and you’re going to eat it or I call the nurse and we tie you down and put a tube down your throat and feed you that way. Up to you.”

			Morgan slowly turned back to him and glared. He was smiling with a sneer and still holding the fork. There was a small bite of something white on the end of it.

			Opening her mouth, she took the bite. She decided she wasn’t speaking to him. He could feed her, tell her off, because she was sure he was pissed at her treatment of his mother, and then he could leave.

			“Damon will release you tomorrow morning. Byron will be here to pick you up and take you to an apartment that is in the Grant building that I own. He lived there up until a few months ago when he purchased his own home and had a studio built. The furniture is still there until the decorator he has doing his house decides what she wants to incorporate into the new house. I haven’t the slightest clue what happens to the rest after he’s finished.

			“You’ll also see a psychiatrist once a week starting next week. If she says you need more or less sessions, then you can work from there. If she says you need help and could benefit from others, then you’ll get it. She will report to me every week on your progress and whether or not you show. She will not share what you talk about. I could care less anyway.”

			Morgan glared at him. What right did he have treating her like this? She wanted to scream at him. Just when she was opening her mouth to blast him, he jammed a forkful of food into her. Damned man.

			“Monday morning, you’ll start working for me as my receptionist/secretary. I’ll pay you six fifty a week and you’ll work Monday thru Friday and an occasional Saturday morning. Have no doubt that you’ll work very hard for that, too. The rent for the apartment will be a part of your salary. As of Thursday, you have insurance, dental, medical, and vision. Here.” He tossed a large envelope in her lap. “In that are your contract, medical information, and benefits. There’s also a credit card with the company name on it. You’ll use it for clothing and business needs. It’s a generous amount, but not over the top, so use it wisely. Any questions?” Morgan watched him stand up and move the tray away. She had eaten everything on the plates. She wouldn’t admit it to him, but she did feel a little better. But she wasn’t going to work for him.

			“No, and hell no. I’m not working for you, Dr. Grant. I don’t need, nor do I want your charity, or whatever you feel this constitutes as. I’m quite capable of finding my…”

			“Maybe you didn’t hear the part about where I give a shit what you want because I don’t, Ms. Becky. This is non-negotiable. According to the terms of your release, you find gainful employment within thirty days or they find it for you. For some reason, my mother likes you, and is concerned for your welfare. Well, I don’t like you. You’ll work for me starting Monday or else.” He moved toward her door to leave. “One more thing, Ms. Becky. If you ever talk to my mom that way again, I will hurt you.”

			Morgan pulled out the contract and read it over when her tray was taken away. It wasn’t really anything special. She’d work for him for one year, with the option to renew after six months. Also included in her benefits was a week vacation after the six months. She may or may not have to do some light traveling, but it would be completely paid for by the Grant Corporation. There was also a copy of the paperwork she had signed when she’d been released from prison. In addition to her finding gainful employment, she needed to have a permanent residence. Apparently, he’d read it over as well.

			For the first time in her life, she had a job making more money in one week than she had in her entire life. She had an apartment that was furnished with someone else’s things in a building owned by the man she worked for and that hated her. A clothing allowance for things she didn’t have a clue how to purchase much less how to use the credit card she’d been given to buy them, and she had never been more depressed in her life.

			When Dr. Grant the physician came in at eight the next morning she was dressed and had her meager belongings packed. The contract was signed and in the required envelope to give to Byron when he came to get her. By two o’clock, she was standing alone in what she was now thinking of as another prison, one that just had nicer walls.

		

	
		
			Nickolas - CHAPTER NINE

			Morgan watched the women coming out of the building. She had gone to three different professional buildings since her hospital release two days ago to see if she could get an idea what she would be required to wear to work every day. Most of them wore pants and sweater sets with nice shoes. She looked down at her notes and saw that all the women she’d been observing were dressed the same. Now she needed to go and purchase the clothes.

			Morgan had left the Grant building at around four, just after she’d taken an inventory of the rooms. It was just a place she was staying and she doubted it would ever be a home to her. She was now armed with her list of needs and her money. She had found it in another yellow envelope on the kitchen table when she had been shown around the apartment by Byron earlier that morning. She’d already decided to just get what she needed for now and would get the extras on other trips.

			Morgan found a bus route map and, using it, made her way across town to the Wal-Mart. She got a cart and went to the clothing department and set about getting what she needed.

			Only able to wear white panties and bras since she could remember, Morgan looked at the pretty colors the bras came in and it made her smile. Just who she would buy them for, she couldn’t imagine, but bought a pink one with little lady bugs all over it for fun. Serviceable is what she needed, not fun, but she did it anyway.

			The pants were a little tricky as she didn’t have any idea what size she wore since she had been wearing the kind that tied at the waist. Taking several sizes in the changing room, she pulled them on and if they buttoned and zipped and weren’t too long, they were her size, she figured. She had thought to only buy two pair, one black, the other blue, but the light gray ones were so nice that she got three. They were on clearance anyway so she didn’t mind the extra cost. Next on her list were shirts. She found a nice silky T-shirt that came in lots of colors, so she picked out five of them, red, white, blue, green and lavender, and added them to her cart. She was able to find a white sweater and a nice plain black shirt on the clearance rack for only two dollars each and got them as well. Instead of getting pantyhose, which seemed like they’d be hot, she purchased a pair of black thigh highs and a sensible pair of black flat shoes. After getting herself a towel, a bag of apples, and a sleeping bag, she went up front to pay.

			Two hundred and twenty-three dollars and twelve of those little plastic bags later, she

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/Image2586.jpg
THE GRANT BROTHERS SERIES ook 1

KATHI S. BARTON





OEBPS/image/1.png
7))
-
= 4
x
C
=l
T
= QO
el
/M

BOXED SET BOOKS 1- 6

KATHL1 S. BARTON
KATHI S. BARTON
KATHI S. BARTON

KATH1 S. BARTON
KATHI S. BARTON
KATHI S. BARTON

BARTON

KATHI S.






OEBPS/image/Image2575.jpg
THE GRANT
BROTHERS SERIES

BOXED SET BOOKS 1-6

KATHI S. BARTON





OEBPS/image/Image2566.jpg
THE GRANT
BROTHERS SERIES

-6

BOXED SET BOOKS 1

Damon

KATH1 S. BARKTON

60K
Famic woua KATH1 S. BAKTON
Boron KATHI S. BARTON
S'PENCER KATHI S. BARTON
PDevin KATH1 S. BARTON

. S s

KATHI S. BARTON

KATHI S. BARTON





