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Ace loves her. For six months, he’s watched her suffer from a distance, knowing it wasn’t his place to see her through this, but no matter the risk, he won’t stay away.
“Sadey, I’ve missed you, okay? I’ve thought about you. I missed being here, do you understand that? I’ve missed being around you, touching you, holding you, and laughing with you. I missed you before I even left town that night. You chose Hem, not that it was any kind of competition, but you were with Hem. I was never even given the consideration.”
Emotions are high as further truths of betrayal are exposed, leaving everyone to pick up the pieces once again. 
Authors note: This novel contains material that is not suitable for individuals under the age of 18. Content includes: drug use, explicit language, violence, rape, and other scenarios with content that readers may find offensive. Please use caution when deciding on this book, as every reader has the right to understand the product before purchase.
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Prologue
 
Six months after Hem’s funeral
Sadey-
Memories are what haunt me. They often come at the worst times, usually when I’m alone without anyone to distract me. 
“Sadey, you write this?”
“No.” Oh man, I’m gonna be in trouble.
“Just tell me the truth. Looks an awful lot like you did. You’re the only girl I know that dots her I’s with little hearts. Did you?”
“Fine. Yeah, I wrote it, Patrick. Mace told me not to give it to you ‘cause you would say it was yucky and that I’m only fourteen and shouldn’t be writing stuff like that.”
“Sugar, you are only fourteen and if I find you writing another letter like this and givin’ it to any other boy, I’m goin’ to whip your ass.”
“Sorry.” I’m embarrassed and don’t want to look at him.
Patrick bends down and hugs me tight, I smell him. He smells of soap and nasty drinks. He runs his hands through my hair and then pats me on the head like I’m a dog.
“Go outside and play, okay?”
“Yeah, alright. I’ll go outside and play.”
“That’s my Sadey girl.”
That was the first time I ever wrote anyone a love letter. I had just turned fourteen, he was twenty four. I don’t think he understood the importance of it. 



Chapter One
 
“Keep right on lying to me. That's what I want you to do.”
-Ernest Hemingway
 
“Sadey, are you about ready? You don’t want to be late for this interview. Gramma is pretty strict on tardiness and it wouldn’t make for a good impression.”
God above, if you are listening to me right now, Mace Cash is driving me crazy with her constant nagging and mothering routine. Please keep the witch still for just a little while so I can have some peace. 
My friend is always trying to push me past this. Until recently, I’ve ignored her attempts to straighten my life out, but the past couple of months I have given up and learned to start trusting that she’s probably right. I never needed to get out of this house more than I do now.
I’ve interviewed for some jobs in this small town and so far no one wants to hire me. They already know my story and have surely heard the rumors about my lack of healing. Well, not so much lack of healing, but more of my lack of ongoing sanity. Thus, business owners probably assume I’m half crazy. Unfortunately, I’d have to agree that they’d be right. 
My big effort now is for Mace. I am attempting to earn a living and going on this interview with Gramma to work at the library with Peyton and Mace will help. It isn’t much, but it’s something. This will give me a starting point at least. The hours are decent and I have April and Cherry, who have both begged me, to leave Patrick with them when I’m away. Mace trusts them, so I do as well.
“Yes, I’m ready. Do you really think this is passable for library attire though? I’m kinda concerned that it isn’t exactly the outfit I should be wearing to an interview.” 
She’s not happy with my comment because she hand-picked this mess out herself. I’ve been out of my pajamas for about an hour and already I’m wishing to be in them again. This should definitely tell me something about my mental state, but in my own defense, even on a good day, what woman doesn’t enjoy snuggle pants with no waist constraints?
“How would you know? You haven’t been out of your flannel pajamas long enough to know if these are going to make the right impression or not. You’ve only had Patrick to impress the last few months, I don’t want to hear any more about it. Would you just have a little faith in your oldest friend?” 
“Thanks for the jab, Mace. I still cannot believe you actually threw my favorite fashions in the bonfire last weekend. What were you thinking? I am holding out hope you’re lying about that and I will see them again, damn it. I don’t suffer from pajama withdraw yet, but I might if you don’t give them back.”
“Fashions? Oh, honey! No, they are gone. I told you I wasn’t lying. Those weren’t clothes. Good grief! They were worn by you enough they could have walked themselves into that bonfire. It was almost a fashion suicide. Could have been a lot more tragic, too, had I not just tossed them in without a second thought. Now get your ass moving and let’s go already. I’m not about to sit here and continue to argue with you about the fact that those flannels made your ass look big and your boobs look small.”
Mace has always been jealous of my body, but more so now. Not only have I lost all the baby weight, but now I’m the size I was before we went to college. She’s still carrying Ryder, in his last trimester, and her stomach is huge. She doesn’t get the luxury of the depression diet. That’s just for me. Shame tries to tell her she’s beautiful at any size. Too bad she doesn’t hear him when he says it. She’s beautiful though, even sporting her motherly figure.
I mutter ‘bitch’ at her as I walk past April into the kitchen and straight to Patrick, who is sitting in his vibrating baby chair, for my kiss goodbye. It isn’t fair. He’s wearing his pajamas and no one is criticizing him about it. 
Kegs, aka April, is staring at me as I reach to pick him up. She has told me recently that she’s concerned for me and she has a crazy idea in her head that I may not be bonding with my son as she thinks a loving mother should. I’m wondering how she would know this. My friend has no kids and she’s still single. As soon as she loses the love of her life and is left with his son who mirrors his image, then we can have this discussion. Until that happens, I have told her I’m not listening to anymore of that. 
I’m connecting with him the best I can, be it only as a loving mother who has lost her parenting partner. It’s a weak excuse, even as I think it, but at least I can recognize it. I love my son, of course. I do. I’m just still working through some of my feelings of how to handle our future, alone, without Hem.
“April, I will be back in a while. Do not over-feed my little simian. He will stare at you in wait for you to give into him. He’s stubborn. Do not let him play you or I’ll have to deal with the consequences later. And you’ll have to deal with those consequences. You know how I can get, too. I won’t just enjoy his tummy ache alone. Someone will be coming over to settle him, namely you.” I smile at her so she knows I’m only half playing with her.
She’s staring at me, but gives me a soft nod. At least she acknowledges my instructions. I grab my son, giving him a big squeeze and a kiss on the head before putting him back in his favorite chair so he can prepare for his bottled breakfast. 
As I had taken my eyes off April for just one damn nanosecond, I apparently missed the fact that she has been coming to me, at full speed. I don’t have time to turn away. Damn, it’s too early for this.              
She grabs me around my neck and pulls me to her, nearly knocking me off balance. “I’m glad you’re trying, Sadey. I’ve missed you. Don’t worry about Patrick. I’ve got him. Go and get yourself a job. When you get home I will ask Honor to watch Patrick one night so we can celebrate.” 
Seriously, April, we’re going to celebrate? I haven’t had anything to celebrate in a while, but I’m not about to get into that with her before I leave. Besides, this is just a passing position until I find something better, long term. Mace is rolling her eyes because she knows I’m stalling for time. 
I pull back from April, look her in the eye, and then I lie right to her face, “Okay, sounds perfect. Let’s plan it. I’ll see you two in a bit. You have both our numbers should you need anything, so don’t hesitate to call me. The number to the library is also on the fridge, yellow sticky note.”
“Sadey, I wasn’t kidding. Let’s go.” Mace is always so impatient with me. Damn… give a girl a minute.


“Everything looks wonderful, Sadey. I’m very happy to have you with us.” 
Gramma, formally known as Betsy, is smiling at me as if I just accomplished something no one else ever has. Good grief, it’s a library, people. How hard can it be to move a few books around and call it a day? Whatever, I’m thankful for this job if for no other reason than to have my dear friend off my ass.
“Thank you, Gramma. I’m happy to be here and I’m glad you are confident that I can do a good job for you.” 
I’m still sounding enthused, but I cannot wait to drop the facade and slip back to my new pajama pants calling for me at the house. I make a quick mental note that I need to find a place to lock them down to avoid another fashion massacre.
“Don’t be silly. You girls are my girls. After, Jerry, my husband passed last winter, I thanked my stars I had all you girls to keep me busy. You know I’m here for whatever you need.” 
She rubs her hand up and down my arm while she’s talking to me. She certainly does connect with me on a maternal and emotional level. 
“Alright, well, I’ll see you first thing Monday morning, then. Thank you, Gramma.” I’m relieved we are done here.
I pull my phone out of my purse now that the interview is over so I can text April, letting her know we’re finished and we’ll be home after lunch. Mace is insisting to take me to our favorite Mexican restaurant. I’ve never been known to turn that invitation down. I wonder if pajamas are within their dress code. 
A few times during the past six months I’ve gone in for takeout. I never stay in and eat. I’m not used to leaving Patrick for long periods of time and I’m guessing he’s either dealing April a fit right now or she’s allowed him to bully her into more than his share of morning formula. He’s only a little over two months old, but I can already see his father’s caveman tendencies kicking in. When he wants something and someone tells him no, there’s always going to be hell to pay.
Walking towards the office door where Mace told me to find her after my talk with Gramma, I can hear Peyton and her snickering at something in conversation. I realize how much I have missed sharing those kinds of moments with friends. Being carefree and having fun hasn’t been part on my life recently, and it should be.  I find myself coming around to those thoughts with regret. I know I’m getting better; it’s just taking me more time than people in my life find acceptable.
“Hi, Sadey. I’m so happy you are going to work here now, girlfriend! We are going to have some F-U-N working together.” Peyton has already been alerted of my recent employment status, so the ride begins.
 Ya know, Mace warned me about her being extra chipper early in the morning, but this cannot last. I am not necessarily a morning person and I know that Mace Cash is most definitely not. I’m going to sit back and let her handle this one. I believe Peyton has assumed I’m going to be her partner when dealing with morning Mace. No way.
“No. Peyton, did you forget your rulebook at home this morning, missy? It’s still before noon and just because you think you have someone else here to back you now, you don’t get to start your ‘cheery cheerleader’ routine so early in the morning. Rules, girlfriend, rules.” 
Thatta girl, Mace. Get her.
Mace is still pointing to the imaginary watch on her wrist referring to the time, making Peyton frown. It’s not a real frown, but it still makes you feel bad about bringing her down from excitement so early in the morning. For someone that had a rough introduction to her teenage years, she’s bounced back with fervor.
“I’m sorry, Mace. Unsure how I can forget that the whole world can’t wake up and be happy until you are. You would think after all this time of working together you could just let me have this one. Never mind. You’re such an old bitty.”
Peyton smiles directly at me and winks right before she goes in for another Mace verbal knocking. 
“Oh, no, Mace, wait. Will Ryder not be allowed to smile until noon either? Maybe Auntie Peyton needs to be sure to come visit him on the weekends and verify you aren’t being crabby to him during his morning cartoons. Will Bugs Bunny get muted after too many ‘What up, Doc’s?’ Poor little Ryder, I can see his tragic youth playing out before my eyes already.” 
Not too dramatic at all, Peyton.
Mace just sighs and rolls her eyes. “Whatever. He’s my son. You already know he won’t wake up rationally until at least ten o’clock every morning. Nothing you can threaten me with that will bother me enough to stop you from blabbering. Now, if we are done with your morning antics, we’re out of here. We’re going to an early lunch first before we go home. I will be back to work on Monday. Have a good weekend, stay out of trouble and give that sexy cowboy a hug from me.”
Peyton mockingly salutes her and Mace flips her off as we walk out the front door. Maybe this is where I should spend more time. They do seem to have fun with each other, even if it’s at each other’s expense.


On the way to lunch I take note that Mace is being dreadfully quiet. It’s almost noon, we don’t have the kids and it’s a beautiful, unclouded spring day, but her mood is completely off. 
“What’s up, Mace? You’re over thinking something. Tell me what it is.” She’s gonna lie, I sing to myself in thought.
“Nothing, honey. It’s nothing. I’m tired is all.” 
Yep, she’s lying. Called it. I know my best friend that well. When she lies she never looks directly at me. Even though she’s driving, I know she’s paying too much attention to the road. 
“You’re bullshitting me, Mace Cash. Out with it. What is it you are keeping from me? Tell me, please. If you’re protecting me from something again, I’ve already told you, I need you to stop treating me like I’m going to break. You’re not helping me by shutting me out when I ask about things outside of my sadness.”
She sighs heavily and moves her hair behind her ears with her eyes still on the road. “Shame got a call from Ace and I was debating on telling you.” 
Oh my God. My heart skipped a beat and I’m suddenly interested. I’ve missed him so damn much. 
“What? When? When did he call Shame? Where is he? Is he okay? Oh my God, Mace. I haven’t seen or heard a word from him since he left the night Hem…” I can’t finish the thought. 
I still have those moments when I remember something and the memory grabs a hold of me from nowhere and I choke mid-sentence. Mace and Shame recognize this when it happens. They have seen it many times and they no longer question me during my attempts to gather myself. I’ve always been thankful to them for that.
“I know, Sade. He left and never looked back. Supposedly though, he just found out about everything that happened that night with Hem. I guess he still has some contacts around here. He told Shame he feels bad it’s been so long since he called anyone at the club, but none the less, he didn’t act as if coming back was something he was considering.”
“Well, where is he? Where has he been?” I don’t let her answer before adding in softly, “I’ve missed him a lot, Mace. I really have.”
She turns her head from the road and looks at me in surprise. Did she really think I haven’t missed him? He was my friend. I haven’t been so consumed in my grief to realize my life feels lacking without him in it.
“He’s in California. When he left here, he went directly there and that’s where he stayed. He only called to give his condolences to Shame and the brothers. He’s not coming back, Sadey. Whatever Ace was looking for, he didn’t find here, so he’s gone. I’m sorry if that disappointments you. Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything.”
She’s starting to piss me off with her dismissive statements about Ace. 
“Damn it, I appreciate you trusting me with this, but you still haven’t answered all my questions. When did he call? Is he going to be calling again? I want to talk to him, Mace. I hated that he left; hated how he left. He didn’t tell me goodbye. Hell, he didn’t tell anyone goodbye. He just walked out on his whole life here.”
We sit at the stop light closest to the restaurant. She has more to say and I’m pressed for time because once she gets me home, she won’t talk to me about this again. That’s how Mace works. She will just let it go and if I bring it up to her she will shut me down. 
“You have to know I wasn’t sure to even tell you this much, honey. I know you miss him. I’ve just been struggling with you because you haven’t made much headway since...”
“What the hell? That isn’t your business, damn it.”  
Screw that, she doesn’t get it. “Yes, there are reasons for my lack of progress. How about living your whole life loving someone and then that person is gone, Mace. He’s gone and I don’t really think he’s coming back, do you?” 
I’m throwing my hands and arms all over the place in her small car. I haven’t had any luck trying to tell her calmly that I’m aware of my lack of healing, so maybe if I just scare the shit out of her with my whirling gestures, she will shut up and leave me alone. 
“Yes, it has been six months since he left, but to me, it’s like it just happened. I don’t know what to do to make the pain stop, other than wait it out.” 
My eyes moisten and she knows how much I’m hurting and she just continues to press me, as always. 
“Are you still hearing Hem at night?”
Well fuck, if that knife doesn’t continue to twist in her hand. Is she kidding me right now? Actually a knife to the throat would hurt less than her misunderstanding what I’m feeling. 
“Jesus, just take me home. I’m not hungry anymore. I can’t talk to you. Are you seriously trying to break me today with this? I mean honestly, Mace? You know damn well I still hear him. When I sleep, I feel close to him. I find peace there. It gives me time to feel the things I don’t feel any more when I’m walking among the living. Damn it, do you think this feels good to me? How did we get here, friend? I wanted to hear about Ace and you bring all this shit up and throw it at me, yet again.”
I grab my bag from the floorboard hastily, daring her to speak again. I start to flip through my phone so she knows I’m done listening to anything she has to say. She’s my best friend, and although I know she’s only got my best interest at heart, I am sick to death with all of it. 
No more words are spoken during the short distance we have en route to the house. She’s accepted that I have no intentions of lunching together, sharing small talk, while wanting to scratch her eyes out. 
When we pull up I can see Shame’s truck in my driveway. Wonderful. Another task on my never-ending to do list. I get to deal with Shame Carrick one on one. 
Damn. 



Chapter Two
 
“The world breaks everyone and afterward many are strong at the broken places. But those that will not break it kills. It kills the very good and the very gentle and the very brave impartially. If you are none of these you can be sure it will kill you too but there will be no special hurry.”
- Ernest Hemingway
 
When I walk into the house I don’t see April, but what I find instead figuratively pulls the rest of my heart from my chest. Shame is lying on his back on my living room floor and he has Patrick nestled on top of his chest as my son naps. Shame doesn’t know I’m standing there watching them yet, so I wait this out like a bad movie that no one can get up from because they have to see the ending. In his large tattooed arms, he’s cradling my son as his father would, if he were here. No harm will ever come to Patrick or me because of Shame, not Hem. As if I don’t already have enough reminders.
“Teach him of his name and tell him that it was born from a brotherhood, a bond, and a family.” 
“I hear you. I always hear you, but it doesn’t help my heart from breaking as I look down at what’s in front of me.” Oy, I’m answering my imagination now?
Shame must have heard my very personal, imaginary and ludicrous conversation with myself. “Sadey, you’re back already?” 
Tears are overflowing in my eyes and falling down my face one at a time. I’m pulled from my nightmare as soon as Shame calls out for me to come to him, again. 
“Sadey, did you hear me? Come get Patrick. He just fell asleep and he needs to go in his crib or I can put him in his bassinette.”
I walk past them both without another look and head down the hallway to my room. I hear Shame call my name again quietly before I shut my door and fall face first into my bed as I bury my head in my hands. I’m trying to hide from everyone around me.
It’s been about a half hour since I left them in the living room. I know Mace drove away as soon as I left her sitting in her car, slamming my door without so much as a goodbye. I’ve somewhat collected myself now, yet have no desire to walk out there and see Patrick and Shame sharing a moment that should be saved for a father and his son. 
“Sadey, you alright?” Shame is standing on the other side of my closed bedroom door. 
Damn, can’t escape him any longer. He’s coming in here regardless if I ask him to leave or not. Shame doesn’t give a choice when he wants something, so I am going to just play along in hopes he quickly leaves. I’ve been through enough of these little chats to know that if I nod my head and tightly smile, the person lecturing will have their say and then leave.
“Just open the door and come in, Shame.” 
Putting on a mask of indifference, I’m braced for his blunt, badass pep talk that is no surprise in coming. So I sit up in my bed and move to lean my back against the headboard. My feet crossed in front of me, I’m sure Shame is coming to deliver my son as well, so I brace for that too, he’s a squirmy little bundle. 
Shame has zero patience left for my continued mourning. I’m sorry for that, but I don’t know how to come back from this any faster than I am. Someone please give me a book that tells you how to mend your heart after such a loss and I will read it cover to cover. I’m good with written instruction.
As soon as Shame opens the door I can see his face is set and he’s disappointed. He’s pissed at me. Of course he is. Even during my tantrums I’m not blind to my own complete adolescent behavior. 
Rather than start yelling at me like he would love to, he comes straight to my side and sits down next to me on my bed. Then, from nearly out of nowhere, he grabs me. He isn’t gentle about it. He’s using full force. He makes quick work of it, too. He’s not letting me get away from him and before I can register what he’s done, I’m leaning into his side and he’s wrapped my arm around his waist, holding me close to him. 
Neither of us speaks for a minute. I would like to know what the hell he’s doing with me, but being held like this, by someone so familiar, is therapeutic. Of course, these arms belong to my best friend, but I’m taking them and using this time to gather strength and bottle it for when my supply has diminished. We just sit there for I’m not even sure how long, before Shame finally starts talking to me in a quiet and gentle tone. One that I’m unsure I’ve ever heard from him. That’s always been for Mace.
He clears his throat before he begins. I’m not looking at him because my head is on his chest and his hand not holding me to him, is rubbing my hair at the temple. 
“You’re not the only one hurt here, sweetheart.” I hear him swallow above me. I can also hear his heart rate increase; a sure sign that he’s upset. 
“He left me, too. You know what happened and that I couldn’t save him. That guilt eats at me every God … Damn ... .Day! When I look at you, Patrick, and Mace, it fuckin’ kills me. I miss him so much. There isn’t a memory I have since I was eleven years old that doesn’t have the four of us in it. He was my best friend. I loved him most of his life. Sweetie, that’s just it, though. I loved him all his life. His life is over, mine isn’t. Neither is yours.” 
He breaks his speech and I know he’s stopping to see if I have any sort of fight left in me to give him, but I don’t. Having his arms wrapped around me has literally silenced me into submission. I won’t risk upsetting him, only to have him let me go before I’m ready. 
“Sadey, no one can move forward with their lives until you do. That sounds like a shit thing to say to you right now, but it’s the honest fuckin’ truth. Hem … he meant something to all of us. He was my best friend, Mace’s brother, Patrick’s dad, and our Club President. We all see you like this and know you’re not healin’ like you should be and it’s guttin’ us. Sadey, I miss him too.”
“Shame…” He isn’t done talking and I know this because his grip on me tightens, so I stop interrupting him so he can continue.
“My son will never know the greatest man I knew in my entire fuckin’ life. Your son won’t know his dad. Mace no longer has ties to any of her family. Hem is dead. Her mom is dead and I killed the only father she ever really knew. My woman never knew her real father, and the shit one she had is the one that killed her only brother. C’mon Sade, you have to realize you’re not alone in this. Are you understanding what I’m saying to you here? All of us are fighting for you, but you have yet to start fighting for yourself, for your son, and for us. What do we need to do for you to help move you through this?”
“Shame ... please.” He hears the tears in my voice. He has to. His words are about to become my un-doing. 
Shame and I were close growing up. It was hard not to be close with the four of us always together in some capacity, but he and I have never, and I mean never, had any type of heart to heart conversation like this and I think I’m the only one here that is nervous to finish it.
He keeps going. I feel the shake in his voice. “I’ve failed you. I turned my head, trusting you had this. I banked on the fact that you had it in you to come out of this in your usual ‘Crazy Sadey’ way, but you haven’t. I’m sorry, Sadey. I’m sorry I let you down. I let everyone down losing him. I just didn’t get there to him quick enough.” 
I feel him move his hand away from where it was touching my temple and hair to his face and I know he’s wiping his tears. 
My own tears have been dropping since he started talking and I haven’t wiped them once, they just continue to fall onto his shirt. 
To be honest, I don’t feel anything towards Shame. I’m not angry that he didn’t get to Hem in time. None of this was his fault. This was all on Hem. 
I am pissed at myself. That’s not arguable. All these months I’ve been living in the darkness, like a damn shadow of myself, and not one time did I stop and think about those around me. They loved Hem just as much as I did. They lost just as much as Patrick and I did. Yet, I left each of them to deal with the loss of him on their own. I’m also pissed at myself because it took this big, gentle giant to come in here and make me listen. 
My best friend Mace, she has been suffering the loss of her entire family and here I am crying over the future I won’t have with Hem. Shame is right, damn it. I still have a future ahead of me. Hem doesn’t, but I do. I’ve wasted so much time lost in my own head. What have I done?
I’m still resting my cheek on Shame’s chest and I can’t look up to face him right now. Certainly, I owe it to him; to tell him what my heart wants to say.
“Shame…” I pause because I don’t know if he’s done talking, but he says nothing in response. 
“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I’m a selfish woman. I always have been, ya know? I never once thought of you and how you felt about all this. I know you did what you could to help him that night. He knew what he was doing when he left us, Shame. He knew. I’m angry at him, not you. Please don’t feel guilty for us. You and Mace are my life and I’m sick knowing I’ve taken time away from you, leaving you to watch me sink.”
“Sweetheart, you’re not alone. What you are is someone who is surrounded by so much love. Hell, I’m actually sorrier about Mace.” 
Wait, what? What’s he talking about? I don’t interrupt him because I’m dying to know what my pesky little friend has done to him to make him say that. It takes a lot to wear Shame down when it comes to Mace Cash. He worships her, would do anything for her and put up with anything from her. Though, unsure why I’m excited to hear what the little wench has done to get him to say something about her in that regard, but I’m all ears.
“She can be such a pain in the ass. I’ve watched her push you so fuckin’ hard at times during your grief. You weren’t ready, but I let her do her thing because I thought it would help heal her. The only thing that is really gonna help heal my girl is if her girl gets her shit together and starts living again.” 
I smile because his voice is exasperated as he talks to me. I know that it’s ironic, but I can hear him telling me to get my shit together now only because he needs to be rescued from his woman. He squeezes me a bit and pushes me up from his chest, prepared for me to sit up and look at him. 
“You’re going to find someone again, Sadey. I know you will. Men look at you, but damn it, woman, in your constant oblivious state, you’re blind to them. Wake the fuck up, little woman. A man would count his blessings every hour, on the hour, to be with you and have you look at him the way you looked at Hem.” 
At the mention of Hem by name, I start to digress. So thinking quickly, I move forward, putting Shame in the hot seat. 
“You never looked at me like that though, did you?” 
I’m feeling better and I’m fishing for a compliment. It’s uncool taking advantage of my situation, but if Mace can bait him, then Mace’s best friend can take her own shot. That right there. That’s girl code.
He shakes his head back and forth while giving me one of his panty dropping leers that accents his silver lip piercing, and breaks into thought. 
Then he blurts out the God awful truth. “Baby, no. I’m sorry. Even as you grew up and I started to see you as a beautiful woman, I never felt anything more for you than loving you as the little sister I never had, but always wanted. Sorry, buddy.”
Ouch, damn it, that blunt shit surely does hurt. The drama queen in me is demanding more answers, “Why not? Why didn’t you ever look at me like you looked at Mace?”
He smiles again, his ornery smile he saves only for her. “Honey, truth?” I nod, waiting for him to hit me with this. It’s going to be quick and painful, I can already tell. 
“Aside from the fact that Mace was made for me to have and to hold forever … and all that shit, honey, have you seen yourself cry? Hell no, I’m not taking care of that mess. It’s like watching the discovery channel and there’s always that one whale waiting to exhale water above the ocean; you can expel some serious fuckin’ bodily fluid.”
I punch him in the arm with all my small mightiness. Of course the bastard doesn’t even flinch. “Thank you, Shame. Thank you for your patience and love. I’m going to be okay. I promise. I will get my shit together and I promise to never ’expel’ my fluid directly at you.”
His knuckles run over my tear-stained cheek and he sighs in relief, “There she is, our sweet Sadey. You need anything at all, you tell me and I will make it happen. Even if it’s for me to call my woman off you.” I nod so he knows I will accept the offer when needed. “She’s a handful, Sadey, and gotta tell ya, I think you almost owe me now. Really.” 
I stare at him because I know he’s getting ready to unload what he’s been holding for quite a while. I’m giving him his chance and again, I’m all ears for story time. 
“While you’ve been busy getting over your shit, I’ve had to deal with her ass all the time. She’s a handful part time, but hell, I know she’s missing you ‘cause I sure as shit don't listen to her ridiculous girl talk. My woman thinks I give two shits about the color of our new curtains? I’m all man, Sadey, and hell no, we do not give a rat’s ass about fuckin’ maroon, red, or magenta curtains.” 
He’s flustered. He runs his hand through his hair and his bicep flexes. Big man with a big heart sits in front of me and he’s flustered, all because of his little woman. 
“Don’t even get me started on how she constantly asks my opinion about Ryder’s new jeans she bought on sale or how we should keep his hair cut after he’s born. Sadey, do I seriously need to take my time and point out to her that he won’t even have hair for a long fuckin’ time? Even if he does, am I interested in how it’s cut? Can you appreciate with me the fact that if I don’t notice when she gives him a ‘trim’, she’s going to have my ass in a sling?” 
Oh my God, my poor friend has been drowning in Mace Cash all by himself, no life raft in sight. 
“Fuck, my boy isn’t even here, yet. Do you really think he’s going to be upset that he’s wearing yellow giraffes home from the hospital even though his pressed blue and white sailboat pants are hanging in the closet? Shit, she’s driving me fuckin’ crazy. What’s worse, she has no clue she’s acting like a damn loon. She thinks this is all normal for new mothers. Sadey, I’ve met a lot of new mothers and believe me when I tell you, this is not normal. This is just Mace. Shit.”
Now I am giggling at Shame so loud, I don’t even recognize the sound of my own laugh. Shame only cuts his hair when it grows long enough for a pony tail. He doesn’t like that type of look on himself, not even when we were growing up. Other than my wedding, I don’t think he’s ever worn something that would need pressed. He is out of his element with Mace and her mothering. 
“Well, while we are getting things off our chests, I want to add to that. She’s been a witch, Shame. Un-bear-able. Every single day I hear the same lecture about moving on, finding someone else to love, and life goes on ... yadda yadda yadda. I’ve been thinking about bringing home Gerald, the sixty two year old mail sorter from the post office, just to turn her mouth off.” 
He laughs out loud now and starts to get off the bed, but not before kissing the crown of my head and giving me a quick squeeze around my shoulders. He walks to my bedroom door, turns around, and leans against it while studying me as he sighs. 
“Your boy is still napping. He went down about thirty minutes before you walked in. I’m goin’ home to get at my woman. I’m going to remind her that I’m the man in the relationship and then I’m going to send her here to you so she can get a look at you and see you’re alright after our talk. She’s either going to be really pissed at me or really satisfied because
of me. That alright with you? You’re okay to be here right now, alone?”
“Where’s April?” I hadn’t even thought about what he did with my actual babysitter, the one I hired to stay and watch my son.
“Sent her packin’ when Mace texted me that you two were going to lunch. Figured the way you ladies yap, it would be a while. Since I wasn’t sure how long you were going to be or how able Kegs was to watch Patrick alone for that long, I sent her home. He’s Hem’s boy and that makes him a fuckin’ genetic handful. I used to think it was comical when you would curse and call Hem a caveman, but seriously, Sadey, you got a little Hem coming at you in a few short years. Wouldn’t hurt to start calling him CJ now, for short.”
Not catching on, I look at him like he can’t spell. Patrick’s middle name is Neil, initials being P.N., so who the hell is ‘CJ?’ 
“Caveman Junior, Sade. I see your wheels turning. Let me help you out, ‘cause fuck, it’s painful to watch.”
I throw one of Patrick’s feeding blankets at him. Of course, it doesn’t come close to him as he stands there laughing at me. 
“Shut up, Shame. You can act as badass as you want, but it’s not true. You’re such a softy. Big Shame, badass biker, is a softy. Thanks for watching my boy. Thanks more for the talk. Glad we got so much cleared up. I need to get my shit together. You never had eyes for me, Mace is going to get her ass made pink in a little while, oh, and you’re making fun of a two month old little boy because he’s a genetic mess.” 
It must not have clicked in Shame’s mind that when he used the reference ‘yap’” in regards to how Mace and I communicate, it meant we ‘yap’ about him too. His face went straight when I said ‘pink’ in regards to Mace’s ass. Yeah, buddy, I know all about what you like.  
Once he processes that Mace and I share vivid details about him in that capacity, he gives me a tooth filled grin. God, I love this man’s smile, so rare, but when he lights it up, it brightens everything, making it feel possible for me to find my way around in the darkness that has surrounded me for way too long.
“See ya, sweetheart.” He turns around and he’s already halfway down the hall before my brain processed something that I wanted to ask him before our little heart to heart, ‘bring Sadey back among the living,’ talk. I take my first step into my many tomorrows and run to stop him. 
“Shame, wait.” 
I dart off the bed and jog to him just as he reaches the living room. He turns to me on a grin, he wants to laugh, but he’s controlling it. Damn people, I’ve been upset, not incapacitated. I know he’s chuckling because I probably haven’t moved that fast in months. Asshole. 
“Mace told me you talked to Ace and…”
Whoa, that changed his mood. “No, buddy. Not today, no way. We can talk soon, but not today. You think about what I said. You get better, for all of us. We are counting on you now. You told me you were going to get your shit together. You let me know what you need to do and know I’m here, okay? Never too busy for you, but you fuckin’ do it, and please, if you can, for me, do it before Ryder gets here. I want my gorgeous, sex craved, and cock lovin’ woman back. These hormones are transferring to me and it’s fuckin’ me up.” 
He doesn’t say any more, he just turns, walks away out my front door, leaving me alone with my thoughts. 
He’s right. I know this. Still … I wanna know how Ace is really doing. 



Chapter Three
 
“Only I have no luck any more. But who knows? Maybe today. Every day is a new day. It is better to be lucky. But I would rather be exact. Then when luck comes you are ready.”
-Ernest Hemingway
 
The last two days I have taken time to think about how to move past all this and start living again. So I started to reflect on all the positive influences I have in my life and relish every gift I’ve been given. 
Mace. The woman has a tendency to be too much of a ‘Mama Bear’. Shame was right, she has been pushing me so hard that I did everything I could think of to block her out and shut her down, leaving me to wallow in my own self-pity. At times, I was only civil to her, at best. She’s my person and I treated her like a stranger without a second thought of her own suffering. All I had done is ignore her hurt and cause her more anxiety. She’d not been able to enjoy her pregnancy as every woman has a right to.
Although Patrick is young, I’m most sorry for how my actions have affected him. I haven’t been the best mother. I haven’t enjoyed every moment of his two months. When things were dark and I recognized too much of Hem in him, I would only love him enough to get him by. This feeling of regret with Patrick is enough to push me through this. It has to be. I’m determined to be a better mom. I smile for a second because I know Hem would most likely threaten to spank my ass right now for all the mess I’ve caused.
I need to thank God above, personally, for Shame. He put his life with Mace and his own family on the line to save Hem that night. He’s watched me drown in my own sorrow for months and trusted me to come through it. He gave me the benefit of doubt that I would make it and only when he had enough did he come to me and give me his good. I can’t repay him and I certainly don’t feel I merit his friendship.
April has been heaven sent in her own way. She’s been the one constant in Patrick’s young life, someone who would spend time with him when he didn’t have my full attention. April and Honor are making a go of their relationship and I know I’ve strained it. She’s a good person and I’ve taken advantage of her without as much as a ‘Thank you.’ 
It’s time to say goodbye to Hem. Memories of him will be with me, always. I know I will be his ‘Sadey Girl’ the rest of my life. No one will replace him, but the time had come to move forward. I didn’t get to have my ‘enough’ with him and will live with that, but the time I did have with him should be cherished instead of imprisoning. 
“You have to show him that a love worth fighting for can withstand anything, even death. We are witness to this now.” 
“Okay, honey, I’m trying. I know you’re right. I promise our son will know you and I will work on being happy without you.” No response. I can only hope he hears me.
I need to pull myself out of these daydreams of Hem before they take me further into what isn’t real. Mace is on her way here for my first day of work. She actually called me at six o’clock this morning to make sure I was awake. I have to say that even for Mace, that’s extreme. I’m looking forward to seeing her today. I’ve missed her so damn much as my best friend, rather than her serving as warden to my depression.
April is already here, patiently waiting for Mace to pick me up. We’ve already gone over with my daily schedule that I need for her to stick to when it comes to Patrick. I can’t threaten her if she doesn’t, because she’s doing me a solid favor being here for him all day. He’s a lot to handle. The boy has way too much energy for just an infant and if she feeds him too much formula, it will be her own worst nightmare trying to put him down for a nap. 
The door flies open. Just in time. Naturally, Mace is just in time. My crazy, best friend wouldn’t be late for anything, and especially not in pushing me out of my house. 
“Mornin’.” That’s all she says to the room as she opens my door. She’s definitely not a morning person and if I ever see her without her cup of coffee before noon, I generally try not to make any type of quick movement or sudden sound. She tells me that Peyton has no mute button and she’s a morning person, so I will tolerate Mace during the drives to work and look forward to having Peyton there until Mace wakes up at noon.
“Good morning, sister.” 
I know I’m not supposed to be cheery, but after Shame’s visit Friday and this weekend of positive thoughts, it is taking everything in me not to run to my best friend and hold her snug. I want to thank her for still loving me.
“Are you ready? I told Gramma we were going to be in a little late today because I want us to stop and have some breakfast on the way. I hate Monday’s, really do. Peyton is even more annoying on Monday mornings.” 
Wow, Peyton takes a hit and doesn’t even know about it. Goodness, Mace.
She is standing inside the door, still sporting her oversized sunglasses. She looks like she had too much to drink last night, but she didn’t. This is just her Monday morning expression.
“Okay, sounds good, but I already ate, so we can just stop for you, if that’s alright.” 
I grab my stuff and reach for Patrick and give him an extra-long hug while April and Mace stare at me in shock. Patrick and I had a great weekend of bonding together. I need to get out of here before I decide to quit my job on the first day. 
“Let’s go. I don’t want to leave, so, Mace, get me out of here quick-like.”
“Sure thing, mama. Let’s go,” says the zombie, still sporting the glasses that only a celebrity could pull off.
April is still in shock. She hasn’t moved since we headed towards the door and when I look back at her, I see tears in her eyes. Honestly, people, I’m not the theme of a ‘Lifetime’ movie. Give me some space without all the emotion, please.
We hop in the car and she starts in immediately. “Shame told me.” 
Already she’s starting this chat and she’s in her morning mood. That’s two strikes already and I haven’t said a word.  I would rather have waited until after lunch for any type of heart to heart with ‘Momzilla’. She’s staring at the road ahead and won’t look at me.
“Are you mad at me? Ya know, for him having to come over and talk to me Friday?” 
I need to gauge her mood before I continue my emotional assault in telling her she’s my personal hero for putting up with my bitch-ass self this last year.
“Mad? About what? Why would I be mad at you, honey? For you needing Shame? For needing someone to make you understand that all of this hasn’t only been about you? I tried. You know I did. You stopped listening to me months ago.” 
She pauses, waiting for my response, but I’ve got nothing for her. She’s nervous to keep talking, but being Mace, continue she does.
“Sade, you have a son that needs his mother, Hem’s best friend that needs you to heal, and more than anything else, you have me, your best friend, that loves you without conditions and misses you so intensely that I’ve felt like I’ve been drowning from inside-out because I haven’t been able to reach you. No, Sadey, I’m not mad at you. I’m comforted knowing that Shame appears to have made some headway.” 
Thank goodness. She’s forgiving my selfish ass. 
“It’s not just that. You look different today, too. I saw you cling to Patrick before we left and that’s why I wanted to get you out of there.”
She still hasn’t looked at me and the morning sun has given her an excuse to keep her eyes hidden. “Mace ... I’m sor…”
She shakes her head at me. “No. Don’t even tell me you’re sorry. You have nothing to be sorry for. Out of all of us you were always the most sensitive one. I own up to that and so does Shame. When he came home Friday after he left you, he was pissed, but he was pissed at me. He had a right to be. I get it. He told me he had talked to you and that you were committed to start healing. He told me I needed to ‘back the fuck off’. It hurt my feelings, but he’s right. I owe you an apology. I’m so sorry I kept pushing you when you were nowhere ready for that.” 
She had every right to push me. I was drowning myself with sorrow. I was lost. “Mace...”
“Just stop. Damn it, Sadey! I’ve waited a long time to say these things. After I left you Friday night, I felt uneasy. I tried to call you all weekend long and when you didn’t answer, I was concerned. I tried to go to you, but Shame wouldn't allow it. He told me you were going to be thinking things through. I just wanted to be part of that. I wanted to do the thinking for you. That was wrong of me. When I saw you with Patrick this morning … I just … felt like everything was going to be okay. I need you to be okay. I need my person back as self-centered as it sounds.”
“I’m coming back now. I am. I didn’t answer anyone this weekend, Mace. I shut everything else out after you had left and just took some time to think things through.”
“I’m…” Her daily word count is up. I get the floor.
“Shhh, friend, my turn. I’m the same person I was when I was with Hem. It wasn’t Hem that made me all of who I am. It was all of us together. A group dynamics thing. Shame just made me realize that I wasn’t alone in my grief. I’m back. I’m your person and I’m not going anywhere. My life is my son and I’m going to give him the best life I can. I love you for caring and still being here after everything I’ve done to push you away.”
Nothing more is said on our drive. Once we get to the library, she opens her car door as if her damn pants are on fire, though. She comes flying to my side of the mustang to open my door and, I’m not ashamed to admit, I feel some level of distress. She grabs me hard, jerking me to her, enveloping me in one hellevua hug. 
I smile into her shoulder, “I’ve missed you, too, Mace.” She’s not one for awkward moments, so when I give her this we just walk into the library office together without another word needing to be said.


I thought my morning drama was over. That is until the clock strikes noon and the second act begins. Peyton comes running to Mace and I with her face fixed in excitement. Someone please tell me that our friend Peyton wasn’t withholding exciting news because Mace Cash is such a bitch before lunch. If so, I have seen everything now. Unreal.
“O-M-G! I’m about to bust. I’ve been waiting until I knew Mace wouldn’t hurt me before I could tell you guys my news! I’m so excited! I can’t believe this is happening! I just can N-O-T…”
“What?” Wow, Mace, down girl. Yeesh.
“Sorry, Mace. I should have waited until your teeth weren’t showing to share my excitement with you.” Peyton looks at her because generally she is timid around Mace until she wakes up with the help of her coffee, but not today.
Moving this along. “What’s up, honey? What’s got you in such a dizzle?” 
Mace hates when I use slang, so she’s glaring at me. She’s already miffed, so who cares.
“Derek and I are moving. We leave in a few weeks.” She waits for a response, but Mace and I are floored. This is her home. Her Gramma is here. The library is here. We are here. 
I jump into Peyton’s news without consideration for her excitement. “No, you’re not. You’re kidding, right?” 
At this point I’m too overwhelmed to hold back and think it best to lead this in lieu of Mace, who is standing beside me, scowling at Peyton. If I had her sunglasses in my hands I would offer them to her now.
“Yep. We are taking Gramma with us. We’re selling this place and moving to Montana. Derek loves me and everyone knows he loves my grandma. Grandpa is gone and she needs this change. She’s been sulking since last winter.” 
She looks at me as if she thinks she hurt my feelings regarding her sullen observation. Doesn’t bother me a bit; I have been no stranger to sulking. 
She continues, though. “You see it. Everyone sees it. Derek offered to help her out. He’s buying a ranch and I’m trading in my sketchers for cowgirl boots and we’re packin’ up and a-movin’ on.”
A new pool of sadness engulfs me. I can’t believe she’s leaving. I want my family here. I love Gramma. She’s sweet and she loves my son. Now she’s leaving him, too.
“I don’t know what to say.” 
Mace speechless. That’s new.
“I don’t want you to leave. I know what to say. No. I don’t want you to leave.” My childish demeanor is back, no one likes it, but I can’t help it.
Peyton looks unhappy now. Damn it. She was so eager to tell Mace and I, we, just ruined it for her. “I’m sorry. I’m being selfish. I love you and I want you to be happy. I will just miss you is all. I can visit, though. Surely Mace and I can come see you and you can take us to your new Shell Horns. Eventually, we will come for a vacation without the boys, any of them. So, this decision then … it’s final?”
“Yes, we are going. I love Derek and I think he may be the one person that loves me even more than I deserve, so I’m going with him. He wants to make a life with me and he has always said he doesn’t fit in here. He’s a farm boy. There’s nothing for him here. No family or friends other than Gramma and I.” 
Damn cowboys. Damn good hearted, hot looking, and friend stealing cowboys. Damn ‘em all.
I close in and hug her tightly. Mace still stands there with open mouthed. She’s processing and it will take a little time, but she will be okay, eventually. “Who will take care of you? I mean, I know Derek and your Gramma are there, but girl talk? Drinks at the club? Honey, you’re just twenty. What twenty year-old doesn’t need girlfriends?” And now I get it. She’s upset because one of her ducks is leaving the pond and she’s beside herself. She’s not processing, she’s wallowing. 
“Mace … I will always need you. How long did you know you belonged to Shame before you actually belonged to Shame?” 
Damn, Peyton, quick thinking. You just went in for the inside shot. Good girl.
“You’re right.” Mace hangs her head, wipes her eyes, then looks up and smiles at Peyton. 



Chapter Four
 
“If two people love each other there can be no happy end to it.”
-Ernest Hemingway
 
Mace and I are on the way home from the longest and most boring workday E-V-E-R. I have one more thing to do today before I can go home to my son. I need to explain this to Mace without her going crazy-nuts on me. I haven’t been to see Hem in over two months. Once the initial shock wore off and the hurt moved in, I couldn’t bring myself to go back to the cemetery and sit at the bench, to talk to a ghost. Seeing his grave marker was too much. I used to spend hours on that bench with him. Hours of time passing and talking to someone who wasn’t there. Mace worried so much during that period and I know if I ask her to take me today, she will get upset. 
“Hey, can you do me a solid favor? You don’t owe me anything, but I would like some time alone this evening. It’s been a hectic day and Patrick is sure to be all rested up from April spoiling him with sleep. Would you take him back with you to your house to see Uncle Shame? Do you think Shame would care?”
“No, of course he won’t care. You sure you want to be alone? Nothing’s wrong though, right? You would tell me?”
“Not at all. Nothing’s wrong. I just want to relax a bit. I haven’t worked a full day in years. My lazy self wants to sit in the tub and soak with a bottle of wine near. I’m going to run to the store and get the good stuff, then just hang around and relax in the quiet.” I’m lying to her, but will make good on this later. This is me getting my ‘shit together.’ 
“Sounds good. If you get tired or tipsy, leave Patrick at the house and tomorrow Shame can watch him. It will serve my man right for being such a bear to me last weekend.” 
She smiles, but I also know the man was leaving my house to reclaim his role as ‘her man.’ She enjoyed every bit of that. I know she did. He’s already planning for another son. He wants her pregnant again right after Ryder makes it to us so he can continue his quest for his life-long awaited family with her.
She drops me off at my car and goes in and talks to April on my behalf and to grab my boy. I don’t need to go inside for anything. I head straight to my car, then drive straight to Hem.


This visit isn’t the same as those previous. I’m going there to in a sense say goodbye to him and I really am ready, I think. It’s been over six months that I’ve seen Hem, alive. I’ve been waiting for him to come back to me. He’s not coming back and I need to tell him that I believe that now. He’ll listen, if only because he has no voice. 
I pull up the side road and from here I see his tree and his bench… and his marker. No flowers are near him today. I didn’t stop on my way here to get him any, either. I should have thought enough to get him something, but I want this over with. It isn’t as though once this is done I won’t come back. Just maybe when I do it will be with a different perspective is all. I can’t continue being a mourning widow waiting for him to come take me with him. I have Patrick and he’s my priority. It’s just finally time to say, “I love you, but goodbye.”
As I sit on this bench with him beside me, I start to replay the memories. They are in vivid color. The first time he took me home with the intention of making me his. He knew I was waiting for him all those years and he made our first night together beautiful. A brief moment of indulgence to remember how he touched me, kissed me, and made love to me that night won’t hurt.
“Thank you for that, Hem. It was perfect. You were perfect. I miss you every day; God knows I miss you. I swear that won’t change. I won’t stop thinking about you or coming here to visit. I will bring Patrick with me and I won’t let him forget who you were or the reason you’re not here, because of what you did for us. I’ve loved you all my life, Hem. I can’t stop loving you, ever. You are inside me. Every memory I have of you is etched upon my heart. It has kept me going until now. I’m letting you go today. It’s time.” 
“Please don’t be angry anymore and forgive me for leaving. It wasn’t a decision that came at no price to me. I would have stayed with you if I could have.”
“I hear you, Hem. I know that now. I’m not angry anymore. I’m still hurt, but I’m not angry and I forgive you. Thank you for giving me the best part of you. Patrick is healthy, safe, and he’s so loved.” 
“I need to go now, honey. I have things to do and time to make up for. I will come back. I will bring you some whiskey next time.” 
I smile as I look at his stone. Hem was so brave. I hope I can raise our son to follow his example.



Chapter Five
 
“Courage is grace under pressure.”
-Ernest Hemingway
 
This has been an emotional week. I’m glad it’s Friday and even though I’m not a fan of Peril parties, I’m going there tonight. I haven’t been to one in over six months. Although I go to the club on occasion, I don’t often hang around. 
I want to talk to Shame about Ace. He can answer my questions and I have a list of them ready. I miss my friend and, damn it, I’ve made so much progress this week, I deserve to know where he’s at and how he’s been. Mace said she and Shame would be there tonight. She promised she would hold my hand through this initial visit in this capacity. It’s already nine o’clock. They have to be there by now. 
During the drive there I’m tense. I don’t want to see Hem’s things in his room. Shame had asked me weeks ago if he could fix it up to be used as a guest room for when brothers from another chapter came for a visit. I never had any intention on returning to that room before, so I told him to do whatever he thought best. I’m sure having it all this time, used as a temple to Hem, hasn’t been healthy for anyone, including Shame and Mace.
Once I walk into the common area, I’m fine. As I set my things down on Hem’s leather chair, I smile. I find myself actually beaming at a memory that I ache for; Hem in that damn leather chair. He was my best friend most of my life, so I can be honest now and admit he was a bit lazy when he was home from a ride. His chair is tattered, lumped, ripped in places and a God-awful maroon color. It has my man’s ass prints on it. That’s what makes me chuckle out loud. 
My contemplation can’t last, though.
“What’s funny, Sadey bug?” Oh my God, I know that voice.
I suck in a deep breath before turning around. One person, just one person in my life, has ever called me that. I know immediately who it is, but can’t turn around just yet. 
“Sadey, hey… You alright?”  
This is ludicrous. Pull it together, Sade.
I straighten my face and prepare to accept who and what I’m about to find. The voice hasn’t changed, at all. Of course in my crazy head I’m thinking that this could be just some sort of ‘Jedi’ mind trick. Ace can’t be here. I turn around and my heart stops beating in my chest. 
Oh hell.
“Oh my God, Ace.” I’m staring. I’m staring at him hard. I’m ridiculous. 
His body and his hair have changed. “The last time I saw you… your hair… Ace, I love it.” 
He tilts his head to the side in confusion. I’m unsure what he doesn’t understand so I keep going. 
“You grew. I mean, not like grew tall or anything, but ummm … Ace ... you’re huge and your hair is long. You look so different.” 
He chuckles. A boyish, loving, quiet laughter and it’s for me. Well, kind of for me. More for my little-thought-out observation, but hell, he’s huge. I process my words only after I have said them; I can’t shut up. What I really want to do is hug the man, tight. I’ve missed him that damn much. 
If I were a guy, I would just do it and not care what he thought. I wouldn’t be sitting here asking myself if it were okay to show him my affection. My decision is made; I’m doing it. I drop the rest of my things and reach for him. He doesn’t come back to me, though. He pushes me away a bit and stares at my face. 
Shit! This is why women do not make decisions that should be made by a man. We aren’t mentally equipped to deal with humiliating rejection. Men are just used to it.
“Oh, okay, sorry. I thought ... I thought ... maybe you missed...” Yes, apparently this is my first day of speaking and let’s add that now, I’m mortified. 
He’s still looking at me. He hasn’t said anything else. He’s just staring as if he doesn’t believe I’m okay after my brilliant demonstration of the English language. My ears are soiled with noise and music, but all that I hear and feel is my heart beat in my chest. 
Shame doesn’t look surprised that I’m talking to Ace when he comes, rounding to us immediately upon walking through the front door. Realization comes instantly. Shame knew Ace was here, which means my best friend knew he was here, which means someone is going to get a well-deserved ass chewing. 
Shame draws near and taps Ace on the shoulder to gain his attention. Finally, taking his eyes from mine, Ace looks to Shame and scowls a bit before relaxing his gaze back on me. 
Shame looks in my direction, “You alright, buddy?” 
He’s searching my face, looking for a reason to handle Ace like he used to. He’s tense and this puts me on edge.              
“Umm, I’m alright. Just a little shocked. I’m going to put my stuff in Hem’s room. I’m staying here tonight because I had planned on having a few drinks and didn’t want to go home and umm…” 
Shame stops my words mid-sentence, thank hell.               
“Stop talking, Sadey. That room is yours. You wanna stay here, stay. You wanna drink, drink. I can have Honor or Gunner drive you home. I’ve already told them they aren’t drinking anything tonight.” 
“Well, alright, if you’re sure it’s not a…”
Shame’s hand covers my mouth and he’s about an inch from my face, looking at me like he’s about to scold me for questioning him, so I nod and turn to go do what I said I was going to do. 
Before I’m out of reach of Ace and Shame, though, I can hear Shame hiss something into Ace’s ear. Ace darts his hand to mine and grabs me before I can get away. I take a quick look back and see that Shame now has his hand wrapped around the back of Ace’s neck. The message Shame is sending him forces Ace to release his hold on my hand instantly. 
On the way to Hem’s room I’m left trying to figure out what the hell is going on. Shame looks pissed that Ace is here. Ace looks like he’s obeying Shame when he doesn’t have to. He’s not part of this club. Shit, I don’t really even know what to think.              
I open Hem’s door slowly. I’m nervous about possibly being emotionally assaulted by his things only to be pulled into the past again. Once I step in, though, I’m confused. Nothing is the same. Not one damn thing. Walls are painted, furniture is all new, and the carpet has been replaced. Hem doesn’t live here anymore. He’s not here. For the first time in so long, I’m thankful for that. 
As I make my way back downstairs I mentally notice that I have a spring in my step. Surely I’m not as excited as I think that I am. I can’t help but recognize I’m looking forward to what tonight may bring. I want to find Ace and catch up on where his life has taken him. He’s back! I don’t know how long he’s back for, but now that I know this wasn’t a mind trick, I’m relieved to be able to spend some time with him again, like we used to.
“Hi, Sadey bug, I’ve been waiting for you.” Ace looks the same around the face. He’s so damn sweet and hearing him call me ‘bug’ brings back memories of him and they are all good. “How are you? I’ve been wondering when you would come back down.”
He stops me before I hit the bottom step. If I would have kept moving I would have smacked right into him. “How long are you in town? No one told me you were coming.”
“It was a last minute decision. I had something I needed to talk to Shame about. I’m only here a few days, I guess. Not exactly sure, though, could be longer.”
“I’ve missed you.” There, I just put it out there for him to respond to however he wants. 
One thing I’ve learned through all this shit is that time stops for no one and if there is something to be said, say it and mean it. 
“Regrets cost too much in the end.” I learned this too late, Hem. 
I’m still not off the last step, but he’s also blocking me on it. Being a step up gives me the personal advantage of standing eye to eye with him. Ace moves his hand into my hair and pushes it from my face and neck to behind my shoulders before dropping his arm from me. Not once does he contact my skin while doing this, but I still feel the heat from his near touch.
I think I hear him whisper so softly that I almost don’t understand him, “I’ve missed you too, baby.” Was it my imagination? 
I close my eyes, but I don’t see Ace there. I don’t hear him either. A man with another face is holding inventory in my memory and I want to freeze this moment. 
These flashes don’t ever last, though. Ace interrupts my memories. “Hey … you alright? You look lost.” 
“I am lost. I’ve been lost for months. Where have you been? Why did you leave? You didn’t even come to my wedding. I thought we were friends, Ace. Mace told me you left for California. Was I of such little importance to you that you felt I didn’t deserve a goodbye?” 
Wow, anxious much? I chastise myself for spitting questions at him in such an overwhelming manner. I would have kept going too, I was on a roll. 
Thankfully, Honor steps up behind Ace and stops my word vomit before it soiled my God damn shirt.
“Sadey, Mace is looking all over for you.” Honor says nothing to Ace, not a word. Just stares at him with a look of disdain. Honor is the nicest person I know here and he’s acting like a bitch, what the hell?
“Yeah, I bet my lil’ friend is most definitely looking for me. I’ll be there in a few minutes, Honor. Tell her to pipe it down and wait for me out at the bar.” 
Honor continues to stare at Ace without emotion. Ace says nothing and he has yet to take his eyes off me. I start moving to take that final step down as I start to feel the friction between the two. Ace won’t allow me to move away completely. He stands directly in front of me again, blocking my way past.
“We need to talk, please. I’ve got things to tell you, Sade. It’s important.” 
“Oh, the fuck you do, brother.” Damn, that’s Gunner coming at us now. 
What the hell is happening with these people? “You have nothing to say to her and you know it. You’re full of shit. Move along before Shame loses his patience with you.”
At this point I’m so damn confused and the only person who can answer me is my baby makin’ friend, Mace. She better brace herself ‘cause I’m about to find and torment her into giving me every last bit of information she has.
“Ace, I’m going to be around tonight. I need to find Mace. Please don’t leave until you find me okay?” 
When I ask him not to leave, I know he doesn’t get how I mean it. I don’t want to find him gone again. I want to catch up with my friend.


“Hey, Sadey.” Mace smiles as she comes walking towards me.
“Seriously, Mace, what is wrong with you?” I snap.
She’s looking at me like I’m a child again and all my toys have been broken. I’m on my way to getting my shit together, remember? She’s getting a dose of this. 
“You trying to be casual after knowing you’ve kept something from me? Oh no, my friend. What the hell is your problem? You think I wouldn’t see him when I got here?” 
She is playing dumb. I don’t have time for this if I have any hopes of catching up to him before he leaves.
“No, Sadey, I’m sorry. You’re pissed. I see that. I just…”
“You just … what? Know what’s better for me than I do? You don’t. What did you summon me over here for? You know I have plans.” 
With that I get a different look from her; I see that look of hope in her eyes. After their initial run in, when she and Shame finally got together, Mace became a fan of Ace. He’s easy to love and be friends with, of course. 
“I can see your eyes working, Mace. You only care about setting me up now. You have to stop pushing me, damn it. C’mon, give me some credit for knowing when I’m ready.” 
“It’s nothing like that. You’re wrong. I am just tired and my back hurts. I’m sorry. I don’t have energy to argue with you. Everything feels off around here. I mean, Shame is acting like a damn idiot and for once I’m not the one responsible for it. Never mind…” 
She’s looking behind me and I can hear someone approaching. I turn my head to see Shame coming at me and he is seething. 
“Sadey, I’m not trying to come off as an ass here, but don’t be walking into someth…”
“Shut up, Shame. For once, just Shut. It. All. Up. I love you, but you have done enough. I’m sorry you feel you couldn’t share with me that my friend was in town, but now that I know about it, I’m pleased to see him. Excuse me.” 
I walk around Shame, hearing him curse me under his breath and hear Mace’s attempts to calm him. 
His voice raises as I walk away, “Buddy, I’m just asking for you to be careful, that’s all.” I keep walking, ignoring him. He doesn’t like it, but that’s not my issue.
I’m walking through the club and for the first time in a long time, I’m watching all Hem’s brothers as they celebrate. Smoking, drinking, laughing, and, of course, as expected, most are also engaged with each other. Bleh … didn’t ever miss this part of the display.
Ace is sitting at his old bar stool. He is something so familiar, something I’ve longed for all these months. 
“Hey, bug.” His words sweetly drip when talking soft to me, calling me only by nickname.
“Hi. I need a drink. Strong one, please.” 
I generally don’t drink anything other than a margarita, but my people are driving me nuts. If I don’t loosen up I’m going to snap.
“Cricket, can you get Sade a drink? Apparently, she needs a strong one.” Ace winks at me then drops eye contact just as quickly.
Cricket, a new prospect in the bartender position. Sucks, but Shame keeps the boys in rotation and each prospect serves their time behind the bar. It’s inevitable. 
Ace studies my face for a second. My bar stool is next to his and our knees are touching. I don’t feel anything about it, really. Just overwhelmed that he’s back and I get to have my friend again. No matter how long we have, he’s here now and I’ll take it.
Cricket gives me my drink and I start to take a swig of it, but hell if I don’t hear Mace coming at us. Down girl, damn.
Before she opens her mouth I look to Ace and seethe in regards to her with sarcasm, “Go with it. She will get bored and go away eventually.”
“I just heard you. I’m eight months pregnant, Sadey Marie. This doesn’t make me deaf.” She signals to her stomach as if I didn’t know she was the size of a small cottage.
I just give her an eye roll and turn back to Ace and smile. He’s grinning back at me, knowing I’m starting trouble.
“What are you guys chatting about over here? Talk to me, please. My back hurts, my feet look like tree stumps, and my man is pissed to hell.” I don’t miss that she looks at Ace as she says the last. If I could get her ass out of here, I could feel relaxed again.
“Well, Mama, I just got my drink and sat down. Aren’t you just leaving?” She looks annoyed at my brush off and the wheels in her mind are moving. It’s rare that said wheels are ever in my favor.
“Ace, did Sadey tell you how she’s been doing? Sadey, did you tell Ace how you’re doing?” Shit, I know her game and I can see she’s got her game face on.
“Mace…” I try to be calm and collected here, but I’m also trying to shut her the hell up.
“She doesn’t sleep. She tries, but nightmares keep coming back to her. She’s missed you.” I knew this wasn’t about to be good, but what the fuck?
“Damn it, Mace! Stop! Jesus, you are too much. I’m sorry you’re miserable, but I’m not. Where is Shame? He needs to take you home.”
“You don’t sleep, Sade.” She looks to Ace, “She doesn’t, Ace. She’s all sorts of messed up. She still has nightmares almost every night.”
“I’m out. Thanks, Mace. Too far, friend. I don’t need saving, God damn it.” With that I turn to leave. I’m going up to Hem’s room. I haven’t got to drink anything at all tonight, but I’m pissed and I want to be here, around the people I’ve missed. Before I can scoot my bar stool away and make a break for it, Ace stops me. Again.
“Sadey, can we go to dinner tomorrow night, please? I am here this weekend, all weekend. Tomorrow is Saturday and you don’t work. I told you, I want to talk to you. I mean that, so see me tomorrow?”
I look at an approving Mace. God, she just doesn’t stop. I want to go out to dinner with Ace, but by looking at her, you would think he has just proposed a damn date. 
“Yes, that’s fine. Pick me up at the house about seven o’clock. Don’t care where we go, you decide. See you then.” I walk past Mace without another look. This baby needs to get here. The woman was crazy before prenatal hormones, but damned of now she’s making the men around here look tame.
Ace stands to walk to me and closes what little distance I had put between us in the attempt to escape. He brushes the hair from my face to behind my ear and looks down at me with his dark eyes full of adoration, “See you then.” He’s going to make some woman very happy one day.



Chapter Six
 
“I love sleep. My life has the tendency to fall apart when I'm awake, you know?”
-Ernest Hemingway
 
Halfway up the stairs to Hem’s old room, I changed my mind about staying at the club. Tonight has been a whirlwind of emotion laced memories. All I want to do is go home to my little man and snuggle in with him before sleep. I’m surprised how energetic I feel now that I’ve secured a job, made a visit to Hem to say goodbye, and then made plans for dinner with an old friend. 
Walking into my house I find Cherry sound asleep on my couch. She’s recovered well from last year’s assault and I consider her one of my closest friends. Not to mention she loves watching Patrick. She has told me she considers him her adoptive nephew. 
The doctors had advised her during her recovery that she will no longer be able to conceive children after the trauma she sustained at the hands of Greyson, crazy fucking monster. Her son lives in Las Vegas with her parents. If I remember right, she told me he was three or four. She can’t be more than twenty years old, so I’m assuming she had to make some rough choices before leaving him behind and coming here. Unsure on the story with that, but the news from the doctor didn’t upset her as much as I thought it might have. Her reaction definitely wouldn’t have been the same as mine. She’s stronger than she gives herself credit for, in my opinion.
Standing next to the couch, I put my hand on her shoulder, “Cherry, honey, I’m home.” I murmur quietly so I don’t frighten her. She has nightmares as well, however, hers are of memories full of physical suffering, while mine are from emotional pain. 
She sits up rubbing her eyes. She looks a bit freaked and a little pale. I assumed it’s because I’ve surprised her, but it’s not. “Sadey, someone came over tonight. I don’t know who he was and he wouldn’t tell me. He just told me to tell you he would come back and when I told him where to find you, he looked pretty angry. He said he was coming back to talk to you soon, too.”
“Really? What did he look like? Cherry, you should have called if you thought this was important. It upset you. I can see it on your face.” I don’t ever get visitors outside of the Peril. This doesn’t sound like safe news.
“I’m not upset. I was caught off guard. Patrick was a handful tonight, more so then usual. I’m not sure about the guy. I’ve never seen him around before. He’s big, all tatted up, angry looking, and a deep and scary voice. He has a cut that starts over his eye and stops a little bit under his nose. Not new, but you could still really see it. He looked like any number of the club brothers, but he wasn’t wearing a cut and he was scoping out the inside of the house before I realized he didn’t look right. It happened fast and Patrick was crying, so I kinda pushed him away. Sorry I didn’t get a better look.” 
What she is really telling me is that she was terrified and that this man brought back bad memories. I’ve no idea who would want to talk to me. I will let Shame know and he can deal with it. She did well not allowing him in, especially with Patrick here. When Shame gave me warning to be careful earlier, I thought he meant with Ace and my emotions, not a creeper that comes knockin’ at my door. 
“No, no, no. Thank you. I don’t want anyone in the house when I’m not here, anyway. You’re fine. Thank you for staying with Patrick tonight. Do you want to stay here or are you taking off?” Cherry lives alone and after that visitor, I’m sure she’s probably scared. April no longer stays with her; she and Honor have all but moved in together. 
“I’m going to head out, thinking about hitting Peril and see who all is still around. You going to be alright? I can stay if you want me too. April had called earlier and told me Ace is back in town. I have time for some girl gossip if you want me to stay.” 
Interesting, the girls are talking about Ace and asking if I’m alright. Ace is my friend. He’s not here to hurt me. I’m starting to believe my people watch entirely too much late night television drama.
After Cherry leaves I hear Patrick stirring in his crib. I shouldn’t ever have started letting him sleep with me. It was good for us to be together after Hem left, but now it has become a habit. He won’t sleep in the crib unless he’s absolutely exhausted. Even then, he wakes in the night for me to take him for a cuddle. I’m rushing to clean my face and brush my teeth. I have my little monster timed. I have about six minutes before he cries for me.
Grabbing him out of the crib, I walk to kitchen to get him a bottle. I’m back into my pajamas. Mace really did burn my fashion flannels, so I’m having to break in a new pair of fuzzy, striped pants. The little bitch witch won’t get to these. 
I’m finishing the bottle and holding Patrick as he is squirms. I’m too tired for this. A knock at the door pulls me from my pity in a panic. My heart beats faster, remembering what Cherry said about a visitor. I grab my cell phone, just in case, and make my way to the door. I check the peep hole first, thinking that it had to be a woman that created that novel idea because we think shit through. 
The knock comes again and I see Ace is standing there looking down at his boots. He’s so damn wide with size through the peephole;, it’s as if he takes up the entire porch. I can see his neck muscles flex with his movement and the shadow of a tattoo coming through the top of his shirt. Any hot-blooded woman would consider him a catch. I would as well, if my heart hadn’t just started to mend.
Opening the door, I see his face etched with concern. “Sadey bug, hear me out.” Well, that’s not a good start. Shit.
“What’s wrong? You okay? Ace, it’s late.” I look to the clock on the cable box and note that it’s past midnight. “What are you doing here?” Patrick is squirming. Being Hem’s boy, he knows instinctively when food is ready for delivery. Shame’s assessment is true; Little Caveman Jr.
“I couldn’t stop thinking about you after you left. Thinking about what Mace said. Sadey, you still have nightmares?” 
He’s still standing outside because I haven’t let him in. Honestly, I’m unsure I’m up for company. “Sade, answer me? Can I come in?” 
I pull myself from thought, “Yes, sorry. It’s just late and I’m tired.” 
Before having a chance to even shut the door behind him, he’s coming at me with his hot, newly tatted arms and seizing Patrick from me, then adeptly takes Patrick’s warm bottle from my other hand. I’m not exactly sure, but if he were the love of my life, that maneuver might have been pretty hot and gotten him a lot of free sex. 
Now, here I stand in my hot new jammie pants, and holy shit, just my kami. Damn it. Ace is looking over every inch of me, top to bottom. Of course he is. Men can be such single-minded pigs. 
I reach to grab Patrick from him, but he turns his body away. “Sleep Sadey, I’m here. You have a nightmare, wake me. If Patrick wakes, I got him. You could use sleep. You never had bags under your eyes before. You’re eye lids are puffy, too. Bug, you’re tired. Let me help while I’m here.”
“Um, Ace, I appreciate you coming all the way over and all. I can’t say I appreciate the jabs about my eyes and face being puffy and said baggage under my eyes, but you can go. I’ve been doing this by myself….” I’m cutoff. 
“For too fuckin’ long. That’s what you’ve been doing. You’ve been living here with Patrick, doing this by yourself too fuckin’ long, Sadey. When someone offers help, you take the help. Jesus, you haven’t changed, have you?” 
He lifts Patrick, putting him in position to be fed, “Look, bug, he likes me. Go on and rest awhile. If it makes you feel better, sleep in here or I can sleep in your room, above the covers, of course, but either way, I will wake you if needed. I’m not leaving tonight, so you arguing is only delaying your sleep.” 
Ace has the bottle in Patrick’s mouth and I don’t have the heart to remind him that Hem is in that boy. His blood is Hem’s blood…offer food, he’s your best friend. Try giving him a bath, pal, his disposition quickly changes.
I don’t want to tell Ace I can’t sleep without Patrick in my bed or at least in my room with me. I know telling him that lends him an opportunity to put a spotlight on my nightmares that big-mouth Mace told him about. 
“I’m alright. You can go. I promise if I need anything I will call you.” 
He walks and gives Patrick back to me, pulls my neck so I’m forced into him. He leans his forehead to mine, “Why don’t you ever listen? What about this scenario isn’t clear in that head of yours?”
Once he releases me he sits down on the couch. I’m standing over him with my son in my arms and Ace is looking up at me. Without processing what I’m doing, I’m staring down at him, lost in memories of how he and I used to be together. 
I can’t get over how much I’ve missed his presence. He fits in my life and I don’t want him to leave again. Coming out of my own head, I feel his hand on my thigh, moving up and down. His forearms have even changed. Ace was never a small person, but damn if he isn’t biker-hot and huge now.
“Ace … what are you…” The feel of his touch causes me to lose my words.
“Shhh, I’m staying. You need a friend, Sadey. I can see this. You’re all over the place. It’s never been like you to take your anger out on other people. Even the night that Mace found us in your car, she scolded us like kids, remember? You tried to stay calm, until she wouldn’t let you stay calm anymore after she put your ‘V card’ status out on display. She was so fuckin’ pissed at me that night. She really thought all that was my idea.” 
He chuckles to himself as he remembers the night he found out I was still a virgin. My memory of that night doesn’t mirror his. We remember the same night, that’s for certain, but for very different reasons. 
I smile wide at Ace because, yes, that night was my first time being with a man, but it was with Hem, not him. He was gentle as we made love, before and after.
Jesus, ten minutes ago I was taking my son to bed with me after feeding him. Now, I’m being pursued by the past. 
“No, Sadey Girl. I’m never leaving you again.” Hem’s words from that night haunt me suddenly. I feel my chest get tight and my eyes water. 
Turning my back to Ace, I start walking down the hall, taking Patrick to bed with me. “Sleep here then …Couch is yours. See you in the morning.”
“Bug, wait.” He starts up from the couch and come to me, but I don’t want to be near him right now. I have my son in my arms and I just want to go to bed. If Ace comes close to me now, I could do something stupid. I would regret it and it wouldn’t be fair to him. 
I stop mid-motion and turn to him, “I’m really tired, Ace. What is it?”
“Dinner tomorrow. You said we could go to dinner. I’m gonna head out early in the morning to take care of some shit around here, so if I don’t see you before then, I will be here at seven tomorrow night to pick you up, okay?”
“Sure. I will be ready.”
With that, I turn and take my boy directly to my room. I want to hear him breathe tonight, I need to hear Hem. 



Chapter Seven
 
"It’s funny," I said. "It’s very funny. And it’s a lot of fun, too, to be in love."
"Do you think so?" her eyes looked flat again.
"I don’t mean fun that way. In a way it’s an enjoyable feeling."
"No," she said. "I think its hell on earth." 
-Ernest Hemingway
 
I’ve asked April and Honor to babysit for me tonight. April was ecstatic when I asked them, Honor not so much. “Sadey, I wanted to take my girl to ‘Ink’ tonight, told her I would let her pick out my next tattoo. She said if I let her, then she would at least consider getting something for herself. Her skin is gorgeous. She’s the perfect canvas for an artist. So far, no luck. She finally agreed to go with me and tonight was the night.” 
April is the only girl I’ve ever seen at the club, with the exception of Mace and I that has no ink. “What did I tell you, Honor? Do you listen when I talk? I don’t think you do. Sadey, please explain to him that women don’t drool over ink. We tend to appreciate that when we get old, we may not want memories of a tattoo gun piercing through us, causing pain that can’t be forgotten.” 
Oh, Honor, you’re never going to win this. Her mind is set. “Honey, I don’t know. I’ve wanted something on me since Shame and Hem came home with their first markings and they were much younger than we are now. Hem just never let Mace and I do it and I guess we never thought about it after his final word was given, even after we turned eighteen and could do it without parental consent. You can go with me when I finally do it.” I wink to Honor so he knows I can help him with this. If she sees Mace and I get one, she will change her mind. Ink is expressive and beautiful on a man or a woman.
 As the debate closes, I’m hoping the two of them, together, will be able to handle a tiny child long enough for me to catch up with my friend and have a few drinks. I’m sure of it. Okay, I’m not sure of it, but I need this timeout, so I’m counting on it. 
I never heard from Hem last night. I waited and waited in sleep, hoping to hear something. Waking this morning, I felt guilty for not being overwhelmed with sadness not hearing his voice in my sleep. Maybe telling him goodbye last week has helped keep his spirit from lingering so close to the surface. 
The next debate is about to begin and I’m pressed for time. April bosses Honor around constantly. He likes it. “Honor, stop. You’re going to make him throw-up all over you and Sade’s floor, and I’m not cleaning it up.” 
“Damn it, lady, I’m just rocking him. Don’t you know kids like to be rocked? Hell, Mama, I’m twenty-one fuckin’ years old and I still like to be rocked. There’s nothing wrong with that.” He blushes at his confession. I totally believe Honor likes to be rocked, cuddled, and loved. Big-hearted fool that he is, ink or not. April is a lucky woman.
“You are rocking him so hard he isn’t going to sleep. Let me have him.” She snatches him from Honor’s hold. Honor smiles at her and she smiles back at him because Honor keeps on rocking, all by himself, without my child in his arms. 
God, those two are cute. 
I’m not in the mood to witness them argue about rocking my son or watching them play Mommy and Daddy. “I’m going to go change real quick. If Ace gets here, can you just let him in and I will be out in a few minutes?” 
Honor looks annoyed that Ace and I are going to dinner tonight, but he’s also been acting a little more protective of me since Ace came back to town. They all have. He still hasn’t said why, but I’m going to question Ace on all of this tonight. Honor doesn’t answer my request to see Ace in, so I see myself to my room.
Ace arrives at exactly seven o’clock. He sees Honor and declines the invite, given by April, to come in and say hi. Instead, he and I head off to his choice for dinner. 


Once we get to the restaurant, I’m surprised at Ace. He remembers my love for Mexican food. After being seated and ordering our drinks, I’m ready to start the evening by first gathering some needed information.
“So there, Ace, this is the first time we have had to really talk since you came back. I feel like I have a lot of questions to ask you. You left so fast that I have a lot of missing pieces here that I’m still trying to pull together.” I start off slow and sweet, hoping he opens up about what’s going on and why all of sudden, out of nowhere, he’s back.
He and I are sitting in a booth near the rear of the restaurant. I’ve not been here before, and to be honest, I don’t even care about the food anymore. I just want answers at this point and to spend some time with my old friend. I’m staring at him closer now that it is just us, not a date by any means, but it feels intimate and I haven’t been out with a purpose in a long time. I find that it relaxes me.
“Sadey bug, whatever you want to know, shoot. I know you deserve that from me. I left in a hurry and I know you were probably confused by that. I didn’t mean to make you feel like I just abandoned you. I left it all, everything, and everyone.”
“Why would you do that? I mean, where did you go? I thought we were your home. I mean, Peril, wasn’t that your home?” 
“It was. Things changed. I wanted to explore and find things that maybe I was missing.” I know how he’s feeling. I feel so much missing from my life since that time as well.
“Are you seeing anyone?” I’m flabbergasted at myself, that I just asked him a question so personal. I won’t lie. It would be pointless; I’ve wondered if after all this time he ever found his person, the one that makes him content.
“No, I’m not. I thought I had found someone to make me happy back in California, but I was so wrong. Oh God, I was so wrong.” He looks sad as he sits across from me. There must be someone he’s running from. In the very least, someone that has hurt him enough that he felt leaving was his only option.
“Where is home? Where will you go when you leave again? Surely you aren’t staying here. You weren’t happy before, so I’m going to guess that hasn’t changed.” 
He looks directly into my eyes and says with certainty, “I am happy here, with you. I just can’t stay here. Too much has happened. I swear, shit follows me everywhere. I have a little sister back in California. Not sure if I ever told you that. Her name is Sarah. She’s a lot to handle, but she’s the reason I went back home. She’s fourteen and my grandma told me she had been struggling, trying to stay out of trouble, but like me, it follows her around like a cloak.” 
I’ve never met a guy that holds eye contact the way he does. Not even Hem. There is a no-nonsense tone to his responses and he doesn’t stop looking at me with understanding. I don’t want to pry into his life. I want him to tell me more about it, willingly. I will start this, though, by being honest.
“I’ve missed you. I know that sounds small, but it’s the truth. After you left, I thought about you a lot. So much has happened in six months. Everything has changed.”
He stops moving, staring into my eyes as if he’s looking for answers in them, but I don’t know the questions. Before more time passes, he reaches across the table to take my hand in his. I’ve never touched his hands other than when I was completely overcome with grief, after finding out I was pregnant the night the ambulance came to the house. When we fooled around all those times before, it wasn’t as if we were lovers, so holding hands wouldn’t have been natural. They are so warm, inviting, and my hand feels small in his. Not safe necessarily, but small. He’s laced his fingers in mine and is still staring at me with intention.
“Sade, talk to me. Tell me what’s on your mind. You have something heavy weighing. Please trust me enough to tell me.”
“Other than I’m glad to see you? Nothing. I am, ya know, so happy to see you. When Hem…well he died. You already knew he died.”
“Yes, bug, I know. He gave himself to Warren to keep everyone he loved safe. I admire him for that. I’ve heard all about it.” His answer is quick and to the point. 
Hem and Ace didn’t always see eye to eye. Hem felt threatened by Ace and I having a friendship, hence the beating Ace took that was ordered by Hem. Although Ace may admire Hem’s actions in doing what he did for us, and I would agree that to love someone to that degree is admirable, it’s the pain those that live within his wake, that isn’t enough.
“He did. He left me one evening after dinner and he never came back. Shame found him, found what Warren had done to him. Shame gutted Warren just one room away from where Hem lay dead. Shame said Hem was already gone when he got there. None of us here have been the same since.”
“How did Shame know he was dead? I mean, I know Shame got there too late, but that was all I heard. How did Hem die?”
That question strikes me not only ridiculous, but wearily odd. Why would anyone ask a widow how her husband was killed, when ultimately, he was murdered. In my mind, if someone is murdered there is no more question of how they died. They were just murdered. Going into detail about how he was killed wouldn’t add any good to the definition of his death. In my pause, Ace has let go of my hand and he’s running his hands on his jeans. He’s sweating. 
“He just knew. Hood had gotten there before Shame did. I don’t know how he knew what Shame and the others were planning. After Hood explained what happened and that Hem was already gone, Shame went nuts. You’ve seen that his temper never fares well in those situations, obviously. It took Hood, Gunner, Honor, and Raider to get Shame to leave Angels compound without Hem. In turn, Hood let Shame have Warren, he gave him that. Then Hood finished clean-up, making sure the monster was dead.”
He grabs my hand in his again, holding my fingers tightly in his palm, “Look Sade, I’m going to just say this and you can do with it whatever you want. I’m sorry I wasn’t here when Hem left you. I know how much you love him.” 
“Loved him, Ace. I loved him. He’s gone. I’ve let him go. My life isn’t over and if Shame hears me refer to Hem as alive again, he’ll have my ass. I do love the memory of Hem, but that’s all I can love in present tense.”
Ace’s face pales, actually loses color, at my words. I’ve never admitted anything like that out loud. Truth isn’t always easy to get out, but once it is it seems easier to believe. 
After he gathers himself again, he continues, “I was there to witness your love for him again and again, believe me. Either way, Sadey, I should have been here for you. If you or Patrick needs anything from me, I’m here now and will do whatever I can.” 
“Oh, don’t feel sorrow for me. I told you, I’ve let him go. He’s gone, and I’m here. I can’t walk with the dead forever, right?” 
He smiles at my gruesome retort, but he’s not convinced I’m alright. “Shame has taken Hem’s place with Patrick. Mace doesn’t have long before Ryder gets here, so I think the practice is good for Shame.”
I’ve struck him again with my words, and with that, he releases my hand and moves away from me for the second time within just minutes of our conversation. I don’t know what’s bothering him. He’s a closed book, damn it. 
“Can we change the subject? When I asked you to dinner, I wasn’t asking for you to have to relive all this.”
I smile at him and he grabs my hand again for the third time, lacing his fingers with mine. I am not simple to the fact that his gesture, hand holding, has a deeper meaning behind it. I’m just not there with him on that. “Yes, please.”
“So, how was labor for you?” I spit out the water I had begun to swallow before hearing the question asked.
“Damn, Ace, really? You want to ask a woman that over dinner?” Good thing he’s hot because his conversation skills are not how he would ever be able to reel a woman into falling madly in love with him.
I can’t be infuriated with him. He’s making conversation. He just happens to suck at it.
“Oh, I don’t know. I guess I could describe it being like getting your teeth pulled without a pain killer. Or maybe having your insides ripped apart for hours upon hours with no definite end in sight? Who are you, Ace? Why would ever ask a woman that question?”
He raises his hands in surrender and I can see his biceps flexing again through his shirt. How did I never notice this before? He’s a beautiful man. 
We have finished dinner and I’m enjoying my third Mexican margarita, thinking to myself that I have to come here more often. These things are delicious. Ace has moved to my side of the booth and is sitting close, but not close enough to express to others that we are a couple. He is staring at me and the alcohol is racing through my system now and his heavy stare is causing me to blush. He lets out a sweet small smile at me, knowing what his gaze is doing. 
All of a sudden, as if someone is telling me to take a timeout, my phone rings in my purse. I know who this has to be. I look away as I rummage through it, at the same time, trying to gather myself before answering. Looking at the caller ID, I find I was right. It’s Honor calling. 
“Sorry. I didn’t mute it because I wanted to be sure if Honor and April needed anything I could hear it.” He looks dejected, but nods in agreement. 
Before I get even a ‘hello’ out, he starts speaking, “Sadey, Patrick hasn’t stopped crying and he’s running a slight fever. April and I can handle it until you get home and we don’t think there’s really anything to worry about at all, but she thought you would want to know anyway, in case you wanted to call the night short and get home.”
“No, thank you for the call. I’m coming back now. We just need to get the ticket, then we should be home in less than thirty minutes. Don’t do anything other than put a cold cloth on him, okay?”
“Yeah, we got it. Be careful. No need to rush, he’s fine.” says the man with no children. When someone calls and tells you that your child is sick, a new baby, none the less, there is always a need to rush.
“Gotta go, Ace. I’m sorry. Honor called to tell me he thinks Patrick is sick.”
“No worries, bug. Let me pay the ticket and we...” Before he finishes the sentence, his phone rings. Surely Honor wouldn’t have called him, too. 
As he looks at his screen, his face pales. “I have to take this. Can you take my wallet for the bill and I will meet you back here in five? I won’t be long.”
I nod to him as I grab his wallet from his hand. He walks away and doesn’t look back to me as he heads to the front door. Once I look inside to find payment, I see an old photograph sticking out behind some other pictures and I gasp. It’s a picture of me. I’m at the club. 
I remember the night with great fondness, even if beyond my fondness, the hurt haunts me. This was the last time I ever saw Ace; the night of Hem’s tender proposal, the night I also told him he was going to be a father. The picture has me standing at the bar, getting Hem another shot of whiskey, of course. Mace and I are talking. Shame is wrapped up in her from behind, as he always is. I’m smiling at her and she’s scowling at something I’ve said. I grin to myself thinking it was probably something at her expense. 
The picture is so beaten up and looks like it has been handled often. My heart avoids beating for a moment, as I continue to notice that this is the only picture that hangs loose in his wallet. 
I don’t make a comment about the image as we are on the way back to the house. I’m worried about Patrick. He’s so little, and as a new mother, I’m concerned about every sneeze, and now he has a fever. I’m about to get out of Ace’s car as I turn in my seat to him to tell him goodbye.
He stops me before I can reach for the handle. “Wait, bug. I’m walking you to the door. Don’t move.”
“Okay, I won’t move.” He’s on edge. I can’t tell if he’s nervous or just being protective again. 
Once we get to my front door, I can see Honor through the window, holding a sleeping Patrick in the rocker. My boy appears to be completely crashed on Honor’s chest and Honor looks like he’s smelling Patrick’s hair. The smell of a new baby is truly spellbinding, I don’t care who you are.
Ace and I are standing at my door. I’m waiting for him to leave now that he knows I’m safely escorted, but he doesn’t. He’s looking around the house, as if he’s expecting the boogey man to come charging at us, out of nowhere. I never got a chance at dinner to find out why he seems on edge.
“Sadey, thanks for spending this evening with me. I had a good time.” His only dimple is highlighted by the porch light and his chiseled features look even more prominent. Beautiful man.
“Thank you for getting me out of this house. I had a good time and I’m sorry about the abrupt ending.” 
“Sadey, there’s a lot of things I need to tell you, things I know I should have told a long time ago, but didn’t. I just don’t know how, exactly.”
He moves my hair from my face, putting it behind my ear. He has beautiful eyes, big and brown and full of life, just like mine once were. He leans close to me and through my alcohol induced state I lean into him, meeting him half way. 
I feel his lips on mine and it isn’t unwelcome, just unexpected. It’s quick and innocent but it’s definitely the same lips I used to kiss before. He’s familiar and I’m clinging to that. 
“Goodnight, bug. If you need me tonight to be here to help with Patrick, you let me know, okay? I can sleep on your couch again, it’s not a problem.” He turns from me to leave, heading back to his car.
“Why the picture?” Unsure where the hell I’m coming from here or what angle I’m working as I blurt this out, but hell if I don’t feel like putting him on the spot. 
“Shit.” Turning around to face me again, he starts to walk towards me. He’s looking at me he runs his hands through his thick brown hair in frustration. 
I’ve seen him bald, crew cut, and now he wears it long enough that it touches the collar of his shirt. All looks fair the same on Ace, he’s a handsome man. 
“Sade, you know why the picture, don’t make me say it.”
“Say what? I guess I really don’t understand.” What the hell is he talking about? 
“Sadey, I’ve missed you, okay? I’ve thought about you. I missed being here, do you understand that? I missed being around you, touching you, holding you, laughing with you. I missed you before I even fuckin’ left town that night. You chose Hem, not that it was any kind of competition, but you were with Hem, I was never even given the consideration.” 
I stand there, just looking at his face. I’m speechless and I’m processing this, but at an alcohol induced pace. 
Then he continues. “I love you. I’ve always loved you. I never had a chance to tell you that before you and Hem ... the baby, the marriage … I had to leave. I love you and I’ve never loved anyone. Jesus Christ, I did not want to say it like this; out here, at night, when you’re distracted.”
Oh shit. This is a lot to process and I’m a bit light-headed. I have no reaction. He sees this and becomes more nervous. “Sadey? Say something?”
“Of course you love me. I know. You and I spent a lot of time together…” I’m cutoff in mid-sentence by a fiery faced Ace who just put his hand over my mouth to stop me from saying anything more. 
As my head spins since I’m still trying to catch up with his words, I don’t get a chance to react to him. The next sensation I feel is his hand withdrawing from my face and then I’m met with his lips taking my bottom lip, sucking it intensely. This is how he’s asking for full entrance. 
I’m so wrapped up in the feel of his touch against my skin, his familiar smell consuming me, and his tongue searching over me relentlessly, that I open slightly and he hastily devours my tongue. 
He’s touching me all over as fast as his hands can move. I feel his body flush with mine as he’s backing me up against the front door. He feels so good, so warm, and I trust him. I’ve always trusted him to do right by me, and I’m giving him this trust again, in the moment. 
As he continues to consume me, my stomach drops and my insides warm. One hand is behind my back, reaching underneath my shirt, lifting it as his calloused thumb is sketching small circles on my bare skin. 
Finally ending our kiss, his mouth travels to my neck, licking at the contour at the end of my throat and from there he creatively wanders his way up to my left ear. The heat from his breath combined with his tongue working over my skin has my insides lusting for more. 
“Fuck, Sadey, I want you. I’ve wanted you since I fuckin’ met you. I think about you over and over; about being in you, on top of you, fucking you. Fuck me, the way you make me feel, it’s like I’m at a loss for control here.”
He’s eager for me. I can feel his excitement pressing in his jeans; every single inch of it. “I want to feel you, baby. Let me inside.” 
I know immediately he’s not talking about inside the house. Not in the heat of this moment. I nod to him as he makes his play. On my porch, under the cover of darkness, as I’m pushed up against my own front door, I give Ace permission to explore my body as he has wished.
He lifts my short pencil skirt with his other wrist, using his finger to move my already wet thong to the side and very gently runs his fingers over my clit, back and forth at a continued pace. There is no resistance hindering this motion. I’m wet. 
Using his thumb, he brings blood rushing to my swelling clit as he rubs it. He slides his fingers near my entrance, holding them there as he continues his thumbs momentum. His breathes become shallow, his words raspy and short. “Jesus, Sadey.” 
He knows how he’s making my body feel. I’ve not had to utter a word. The wetness tracing his fingers leaves me now with nothing to hide. 
Using his knee he brushes my thighs apart, inviting me to further open them. I’m grabbing the back of his shirt and my headrests on his shoulder, my face hidden in his neck. I’m breathless as I feel him moving his fingers in and out of me, rocking back and forth. My hips move of their own volition in rhythm, grinding against them, searching for sweet release.
“Oh God, Ace.” It comes from me as a whisper. That’s all I can muster out loud.
Once I’ve given him a verbal cue of my arousal, he’s instantly more assertive with his movement. Still holding me to him from behind, my breath pants against the skin of his neck, his arousal presses into me through his jeans, in a motion simulating penetration, again and again. 
His fingers have withdrawn and have moved under my top and yank my bra down. I feel him massaging my nipple between his fingers. Continuing his hip movements into me, he leans down and, not missing a beat, lifts my shirt, and sucks my breast in the same tender manner as he took my lip in his mouth. “Sadey, let me taste you. I fuckin’ smell you from here, please.” 
I’m caught off guard with his words, but fuck I’m turned on. I say nothing, not really knowing what to say. 
“I’m going to taste you. Grab my shoulders.” 
The moment his tongue pushes inside me, I’m lost to my climax. I grab at his hair, moving my hips in motion as he fights to keep them down in place. My neck and head are all I can control and with those I push my head back and rest it into the door, creating a very small, audible knock.
God, it feels so good to be wanted like this; to be reckless, forgetting about every fuckin’ thing that engulfs me during my daily reality. 
All good things come to an end.
I see the porch light flicker on and off outside through my closed eyelids. Now, rather than feeling like a sexy and wanted adult, I feel like a fifteen year old girl who just got caught with her boyfriend while getting felt up on the front porch, by her parents. 
My face must reflect my horror, because the moment I push Ace off me, I see that damn dimple again. He thinks this is funny, I think this is humiliating. Fuck, I can see my climax on his mouth. Oh my God, I am horrified.
“Go inside, Sade. We can talk about everything later. You have my number. Call me soon, alright?” He’s trying to play this cool; however, his arousal is still at full attention in his jeans.  
“Alright … when do you leave to go back to California? If you ever answered the question at dinner, I don’t remember it now, ya know? Sorry.” 
My face is flushed in bold display of lust and need, but now his face holds only annoyance for me and I wish it didn’t. Ace sighs seeing that I’m not going to just let him go without an answer.
“I don’t know. It isn’t up to me, though I’m kinda enjoying this visit now.” He’s really smiling at me again, similar to the wolf that met ‘Little Red Riding Hood’ on her way to Grandma’s house. 
Wait, I lost a moment. What? It’s not up to him? There it is… that weirdness again. I don’t have time for this. I need to get to my son to check on him, and then I need to ask forgiveness for my public display. I have no idea who I would ask this from, but I need to find someone. This guilt is treacherous. 
I nod and just walk into the house to my boy still sitting with Honor, but now Honor is asleep right along with him. I let out a heavy sigh, mentally thanking anyone and everyone that Honor has no idea what I just let happen on my front porch. Damn, I’m turning into a dirty girl. Shit.
April smiles as I walk in. I don’t want to think about her watching us through the front window. Even catching a glimpse would solidify my guilt. If she did, I hope my pervert friend enjoyed the damn show; that was my last performance.



Chapter Eight
 
“But after I got them to leave and shut the door and turned off the light it wasn't any good. It was like saying good-bye to a statue.”
-Ernest Hemingway
 
After the lewd public display on my front porch Saturday night and then mulling it over all day Sunday while avoiding every call to my phone, I’m thankful to be back at the library. 
Gramma has decided my strength is no more than filing, and although I know I don’t need my college degree for this, I am mindful not to take it personally because I won’t do this the rest of my life. I need to find a solid and steady job that pays me what I need to keep Patrick and me in a comfortable life. 
My fear of using my actual degree is that it will take me out of town. Our town is small and architects aren’t exactly in demand. I don’t want to leave, but I have a gift that my father gave me; making buildings beautiful and safe.
“Damn, Shame is riding my ass. I’m tired. I do not want to be messed with. He is all over the place. ‘Call me when you leave work. Call me when you get to the store. Call me when you take a piss.’ He’s going to get cut-off from any further full bellied, awkward sexual favors until he stops acting like a tyrant.” 
Shit, we got an even more pissed off Mace this morning. Good times. 
“Can you drink coffee yet? I know I haven’t been here long enough to see you without it, but holy hell Mace, you’re just mean.” 
When the doctor told her that caffeine wasn’t good for the baby, he was able to explain why, but only after having to talk over all the loud gasps filling the room. Shame knows how she is. He has to live with her on a daily basis. He gets extra benefits, even if I have no interest in those implied benefits, he still gets them, bastard. I can’t deal with her shit much longer. I’ve kept a mental calendar in my head of when she’s due. The closer we get to the date, the heavier the imaginary ink gets when I go about checking a day off.
“You know I can’t. I can only drink water, but I miss Joe.” She puts her head down on the desk, hiding in her arms, attempting to be dramatic. She doesn’t have to attempt anything. Mace without coffee is more drama than anyone here wants to handle.
My point is well served, though. She has a specific name for coffee, generally to be used as a reference, but she includes ‘Joe’ as a member of her family, of her life. 
“Shame tried to give me that decaf fake stuff and then he tells me I shouldn’t use fake sugar or cream because it could hurt the baby. He’s driving me nuts, guys. I’m not going to make it.” She sits her head back down with a thunk, to display further frustration.
“Mace, you are driving us nuts. You’re so bitchy without, ‘Joe’. I have had you in small doses, but look at little Peyton over there at her desk. She won’t even make eye contact with you, will you, Peyton?” I say all this loud enough in order to lure Peyton into backing my play here, but she won’t look at either of us. She’s straight scared of ‘Decaf Mace.’ 
Peyton is still not looking in our direction as she finally speaks up. “Don’t pull me into this. You just started here. I have emotional scars that are almost visible from dealing with her and, ‘Joe’ separating months ago. I would be well within my right to say that there were times I know she flipped me off as I walked away.” 
“See now, decaf dragon. You have nothing to say about Shame. He just wants you and the baby safe.” 
She squints her eyes and wrinkles her nose at the reference I’ve made of her, but she continues in a serious tone. “No, this is more than that, girl. Something is up. I heard him talking to Hood and it wasn’t their usual friendly or brotherly conversation. He told him he didn’t believe something Hood was trying to explain to him. He was pissed off about it, like visibly shaking kind of pissed off. I should have positioned myself closer to the call, but since I’m the size of Amsterdam I’ve lost my ability to go incognito.” 
Poor Mace. Hot guy, friends that love her, beautiful child on the way … sure, I feel so terrrrrible for her being big in belly.
“Well, I’m done here. I’m going home early today since Cherry has some type of dental follow-up appointment that she’s all nervous about. She’s got Patrick this morning.” 
Hem is still paying her bills from her assault last year. She’s not back to being the Cherry we knew, but she’s on her way.
“Alright honey. Will see you later.” Mace is trying to endear herself to me after being such a wench all morning. F-O-R-G-E-T it.
Peyton finally takes her eyes off her computer as she sees us walk by her desk on our way out. “Wait. I want to ask you guys if you think it would be possible if we go to Shell Horns before I leave next month. Please? I promise it will be F-U-N!” 
I take a quick step back, waiting for Mace to explode at her usage of letters. Mace doesn’t react, she just looks sad. I start to ask her what’s wrong, but she beats me to it with her ridiculous excuse. “I can’t go. Look at me. I won’t even fit in our old booth. Can’t we just please stay in for a girls night?” 
I love that Peyton isn’t backing down. This is her goodbye party. We are going to give her this. “No, Mace. This is important to me. I want to use that little fake ID just one more time. C’mon. You will have fun. You don’t have to dance…you can watch our drinks.” 
No, she did not just say that to Mace.
“Whatever. Fine. I will ’watch drinks.’ Whatever.” Again, poor Mace has it so rough.
“Alright then. No guys either. Just us. Derek can stay with Gramma and keep packing. I want to go Thursday night. Is that okay? I’m off Friday and I’m going to pack all weekend for the big M-O-V-E.”
Mace gives her an eye roll and walks me to the door. She never walks me to the door, ever. Hell, as of late, she doesn’t ever even say goodbye to me. “Hey, I know you think I’m ranting about Shame’s mood, but I’m not. He’s acting as if someone is going to come up from the ground and snatch me. I’m not paranoid. I don’t want to scare you because Ace means something to me, too, but this all started when he came back. I have to wonder if he didn’t bring something back with him.”
“Well thanks for scaring the shit out of me right before I walk to my car alone, get my son alone, and then go home to an empty house … alone. Shit, Mace, got anything else for me? You want to break it out to me now that Freddy Kruger is real also? No wait, is Vanilla Ice making a comeback?” I laugh in her face, because she still makes fun of Shame and his vanilla ice cream preference, bitch that she can be.
“Shut up. Just do what I’m telling ya. Be careful. Help a fat woman’s blood pressure not rise, huh?” I lean to her, around her belly, and give her a hug.
“Sure, got it. I promise I will call you when I get to my car, get my boy, go home, and again when I piss.” 
As I turn around she smacks my ass and it takes everything I have not to throw a ‘pink’ comment her direction. 


On my way home I stop and pick up some Mexican food for lunch. I can’t help but think of how I’m looking forward to going to Shell Horn’s with the girls again. I will admit that seeing Peyton leave hurts. She’s one of us and she’s not going to be spreading her damn cheer everywhere anymore. 
I’m tired for no reason. I’ve slept so well lately that I’m actually making myself wake in the night to check on Patrick. Normally I don’t need to since I haven’t been sleeping much the past six months, but since Ace came back I sleep soundly, even alone in my house.
Shame being nervous does put me on edge. The man is fearless, with only one exception. When people he loves are in danger he’s a tyrant. This is an indication that I need to take heed to the warning and watch my surroundings carefully.
I’ve got Patrick picked up from a smiling Cherry. If I didn’t know her better I would think she was crushing on Ace a bit. She asks me constantly if I’ve seen him, how he is doing, and if I know when he’s going back to California. She hasn’t ever dated anyone that I know of, so maybe it’s not a crush, but she definitely likes him. 
 Finally I’m home. Patrick fell asleep in the car on the way here, so again, I have about six minutes to myself before he starts stirring. Just like any other man, his patience is limited.
I’m changing out of work clothes and as I come down the hall I hear a loud knock on the door. My heart races and I run to where Patrick sits in his car seat in the living room. Damn it, Mace Cash, you have me acting insane. It could be anyone. It doesn’t have to be Freddy Kruger coming to take me in my dreams. 
When I make it to the door, I see his familiar face. Ace is here. He’s allowed me to avoid him for one whole day. Like I said about men, patience challenged.
Opening the door quickly to avoid the Patrick fury that awaits if awoken in under his six minutes, I see Ace, and his dimple. I’m embarrassed to look at him in the light of day, but need to get this initial face to face over with and press on.
“Hi, I wanted to stop by and see how things were with you. I tried calling you all day yesterday, but you didn’t answer. I was worried, but now I see you’re fine and you just chose not to answer?” He’s phrasing his run on statement framed as a question, just in case I want to respond. I don’t. I have avoided him for a reason. Getting my ‘shit together’ should never have included being felt up, sucked on, and devoured by, someone that I admit I wouldn’t want to live without, but this is exactly how friendships get ruined.
I need to make a play for casual, see how far affected he is compared to me after our evening together. 
“Do you want to come in? I was just going to dish up lunch. I have enough to share. Are you hungry?”
“No. I’m taking Cherry to her dental appointment. She’s nervous.” Didn’t see that coming, but didn’t discount it either.
“Good, she needs a friend and you’re a good one.” He flinches at my words, but it is true, so I’m sayin’ it. 
His face gets hard. He’s instantly angry and we haven’t talked about anything. “Just wanted to check if you were okay. Have a nice evening.” 
He turns and leaves without another word. I’ve offended him. I put him in the friend zone for a mere second and he didn’t like it. Sex with someone you know and already love feels so God damn good, but hell if the morning isn’t a buzzkill.
After Saturday night, I’m unsure what he thought was going to happen. I’m not ready to completely move on with anyone yet and I can’t just make up some magic miscellaneous date to when I will be ready. It’s not fair to him. I know this. I shouldn’t have even kissed him back. I’m a bitch.



Chapter Nine
 
“Would you please, please, please, please, please, please, please stop talking?”
-Ernest Hemingway
 
I have effectively evaded Ace all week, meaning he’s still livid and continues to avoid me. He’s wounded. I get that. I was a bitch to let him continue working my body into submission. I know Ace, though. He loves me and will understand my hesitancy to commit to being more with him. There will be a day I’m ready to let someone in again, just not now. 
Tonight we are headed to Shell Horn’s to give Peyton our goodbyes. She doesn’t leave for a couple of weeks yet, but she is wrapped around making her Gramma comfortable with the move, so she’s moving this as fast as she can so no one has time to overthink the big decision. 
Sadly, I’ve already come to the realization she’s leaving. It sounds so bad admitting that this loss I’m experiencing is small, in comparison to others.
I’m expecting a packed house with the babysitting crew coming tonight. Patrick has a minor ear infection. Almost nonexistent said the pediatrician who I bullied into giving me antibiotics, just in case it got worse. His Uncle Shame has invited others to stay with him on duty since he had committed to watch him while we all went out. 
Shame is scared of a little boy with a slight fever and possible ear infection. If Shame wasn’t built like a tree, covered with tattoos, abrasive as hell, and dominant by nature, I would swear he was nothing but a scoop of mush. This will never be said out loud, ever.
So, once he heard that Patrick was not feeling well, he immediately told Honor he was helping. Ace apparently wanted to be here as well. He’s bringing Cherry since she’s going with us. He’s been trying to get back into Shame’s good graces, but it isn’t going well. Since Mace told me that Shame is still getting phone call after phone call from ‘others’, he’s having us watched more than ever. Tonight, he’s having three of the club brothers come with us. I don’t know who they are and I can’t say that I care. 
While waiting for the cavalry to arrive, I’m in my bathroom to put finishing touches to my face and hair. I have always loved dressing up, even to just run common, every day, household errands. I never used to sit in my flannel pajama pants eating cookies and feel sorry for myself. This used to drive Mace, Shame, and Hem crazy. I would make us late to everything because I refused to miss an opportunity to be a girl. I’m not able to reminisce for long because there’s a knock on the door. 
Putting my boy back in his seat, I make my way to the door as I sigh, hoping it isn’t Ace. I would prefer not having another awkward moment alone with him before everyone else gets here. I am so enveloped in my own inner embarrassment in regards to Ace that it’s not until after I open the door it occurs that I should have checked to see who it was first. 
I vaguely, I remember Mace telling us about one of her dad’s ‘boys’ from the Angels, and since Hem’s death we haven’t heard anything from them, just as we knew we probably wouldn’t as Warren’s revenge was exacted in Hem’s death. As I look into his face I now remember word for word Mace’s description of the man before me. She was scared in her recollections and I find myself mirroring her sentiment. 
“You Sadey? You Hem’s woman?” His face is all scarred up and he’s staring at me with a look that seeks absolute vengeance.
“Who are you?” My voice is shaking and I’m terrified to answer. I try to close the door but he puts his foot against it, holding it open with his boot, maintaining his glare.
“Bitch, I asked you a fuckin’ question. Are you his woman?” 
He looks around me into the house as his gaze zeroes in on Patrick. I quickly make another attempt to shut the door, but he shocks me further when he lets a loud growl, “Jackpot, you’re still here!” Then he simply walks away. 
What the fucking hell was that?

I’m cursing myself for answering the door without looking. Shame has warned me to be cautious. Moving quickly throughout the house I close all of the blinds, locking windows, front and back doors. 
As I make my way down the hall I stop when something from inside Mace’s old bathroom catches my eye through the crack of its door. No one uses this bathroom since she’s moved out unless I have a guest. 
My skin on the back of my neck tingles, furthering my nervousness at what might be behind there. I move to push it all the way open, but it doesn’t open like it should, something from behind is stopping its motion. 
Once I’m inside I find what has blocked it and I scream so loud the echoes from the enclosed space pierces my own ears. 
On the wall, behind the door is a note pinned with a knife. I’m not about to touch it, or anything around the bathroom for that matter. I can barely make out the handwriting on the paper with the knife’s blade blocking the words. It looks like a child wrote it, but what I can make out of it makes me vomit on the floor before I can even try to turn towards the toilet. 
“He fucked up, Sadey girl. Payment is due.”
With Patrick still sleeping in his infant chair, I pace the floor manically as I dial for Shame first. His disposition would be calm compared to my current special brand of crazy. When I get no answer there, I hang up and start to make the next call on my list, Gunner. Fuck, someone answer the damn phone. Nothing from Gunner, either. Really?
Finally, before my freak out reaches its peak, I hear laughing and the opening and shutting of car doors. I race to front door, looking outside this time. Once I see Shame step away from his truck I swing the door open, leaving it open behind me and take off towards him. He sees my concern and senses my panic, and meets me with open arms. Then, by all accounts, I lose it … completely.
“Someone was here, just now. They were asking about Hem, if I was his woman. My husband is dead and they ask if I’m his woman? Shame, please, I know you have to know what is happening. Please, you have to tell me. Jesus, they knew what Hem nicknamed
me. No random stalker would know those personal things.”
“Shhh, Sadey. Honey, you’re okay. Take a breath. Explain. Not a good time to get lost in emotion, baby. I need you here. Focus on me.” He motions with two fingers from my eyes to his. 
I do not have time for a fuckin’ Zen moment, nor is this the time to assume I’m sayin’ shit trying to be dramatic. What the fuck is wrong with these people? I’m giving it all to him, no backtracking. Let him figure out what to do with it.
“That’s not all. In the bathroom Shame, go look. There’s a note stuck with a knife pinned to the wall. Oh my God. What the fuck is happening? Someone was inside my house! Where I live. Where my son lives.”
I’m not mental yet, but I’m close. Shame just holds me tighter and walks me inside to Patrick. Honor and Gunner are both here and follow us inside. Mace hasn’t said a word, but her olive skin is pale. 
A few minutes later, Shame comes out of the bathroom, down the hall to us, and he is pissed. His jaw is working and his temple pulses to its beat. I’ve seen Shame angry, but this is a whole new level of fury. 
In his right hand, he holds the crumpled note. In his left hand, the knife that had pinned it to the wall. He immediately starts barking off orders to Gunner. “Cherry and Ace are on the way. Once they get here, I want you to take the girls to the club and stay there with them. Don’t let them leave your fuckin’ sight. Got that?” 
Shame is looking into Gunner as if to see if Gunner may have more information that he is still not sharing. His reaction to this entire situation is curious and nerve racking. How is he not out of his fuckin’ mind right now?
My mind races with questions none of these people seem to want to answer. “I don’t know what it is you all are trying not to say in front of me, but enough. This is crazy. Mace spooks me at work, Cherry has a ‘visitor’ while I’m gone, someone was in my house and put a threatening letter posted with a knife, and to top shit off, some scar-face, scary-ass man shows up and wants to know if I’m Hem’s woman. I’m walking the edge here. Someone better talk to me, damn it! This is my life!”
“Wait, just wait.” Finally, Mace! Finally your ass is starting to wake the hell up. She’s grabbing her big stomach, as if she’s trying to hold her child. Her hands are shaking and she sways a bit. 
“I’m sorry. I just … my stomach is tight, is all. Sadey is right. If you guys know something, you need to tell us. The last secret, you know, you all know… it killed my brother.” She hesitates as she finishes her sentence because the tears start to take over.
Shame walks swiftly to her and puts his hands on hers as she holds Ryder, protecting him, while he’s still inside her. I don’t need the emotional snapshot that eluded me during my pregnancy, but I can’t turn away. 
“Sweetheart, I’ve got this. I need you to take Sadey tonight. Take Kegs and Cherry, too. I’m going to ask Honor to come get Patrick and take him to Peril. Bloom can do as much as fuckin’ Bloom can do to help watch Patrick. Raider can help her. It will be fine.” 
I glance to Honor. He’s standing behind April and has his hands on her hips, gripping her to him, and his knuckles are white. Hell, if Honor is even nervous about letting go of April, then we have a big fuckin’ problem. She hasn’t so much as been approached and he’s nervous for her. What the fuck is coming at me?
Freak-out commencing, starting … now. “Uh, no. That’s not happening… Patrick’s not leaving and I’m sure as hell not leaving my son with Honor and Bloom. Seriously? What the hell are you thinking, Shame? Jesus, how is it that I’m the crazy one out of all of us… because I hear dead people talking to me. You are considering leaving my son with Bloom, who let’s all admit, hasn’t a clue how to take care of herself, let alone my son.” 
That didn’t sound nice. “Honor, no offense directly at you, but I’m scared and fuck if you guys aren’t giving me answers, and now I’m cussing like a damn sailor in the Pacific and I don’t like it. So, either tell me what is going on, or I’m not moving, and you love me too much to hurt me by throwing me over your shoulder so soon after delivering, so it would just be easier on us all if you would please just talk.” 
Shame is at my side in a flash. Mace just stares at him and continues to hold her stomach as she winces in pain. I remember feeling Patrick punch me in the ribs. She has a little Shame in there, so she hurts the same. 
Shame bends down, adjusting himself so he’s at eye level with me while holding my chin with his hand, griping it tightly, ensuring I don’t look away. 
This isn’t good. 
“Buddy, I’m about to piss you off, so I’m going to say this as quickly as I can, because I can see you’re upset and I just do not have the time to hold your fuckin’ hand through this shit that I’m walkin’ knee deep in right now. 
“Get your fuckin’ shit, Sadey. Do what I tell you and don’t argue with me about this. Whatever that fuckin’ animal was doing here in your house does not spell ‘good’. You are going to go out with the girls as planned. You are going to have Gunner there, along with some of the other brothers. You are sure as fuck going to let me have Honor take Patrick away tonight, and lastly, you are going to shut the hell up.” 
He stops, daring me to open my mouth to raise an argument. Frankly, I’m passed pissed right now, so I don’t have anything to say, but of course, he’s not finished. 
“Do you understand what I’m saying to you or do you need me to stop wastin’ my fuckin’ breath on this and move you where I need you to be my-own-fuckin’-self?”
“Wow, asshole. I would just rather…”
His face turns from angry to vehement. From the side I see Gunner approaching, putting his hand on Shame’s shoulder, trying to get Shame’s attention away from me, but Shame’s way too pissed to let it go. 
“Rather? Fuck that, Sadey… you would rather, what exactly? Rather make decisions that you don’t know anything about and do what? Fuck. Just months ago I buried my best fuckin’ friend and now you’re asking me to just leave you in probable danger and let you run this? Get your shit, Sadey. You are wasting my fuckin’ time.”
Shame has never talked to me like this, ever. He is livid right now because he thinks I’m trying to take away his control. Hell, I know what that’s about. Hell, I understand what it’s about. He’s reflecting on the night he was too late to get to Hem. 
Hood had already been there by the time Shame arrived. He had just subdued Warren shortly before. Shame was devastated when he absorbed the scene and what had happened. Shame finished Warren off, Hood had allowed that. Shame completely gutted Warren during the initial news that his lifelong best friend, Hem, was dead. Even in angry biker mode, Hood knew Shame needed that for closure. 
It would not matter if I objected to any of this. He would make me do whatever he wanted. “Okay, but Shame, you know what you’re doing … right? You have to promise me, you know what the fuck you’re doing?”
Instantly, once I conform, he softens. “Yeah, I got this. I just can’t do it if I’m fuckin’ worried about Hem’s girls. Go. Once I’m sure all is okay, after I make some calls, then I will text Mace and the boys that you can come home and Honor will have Patrick here in the mornin’, first thing before the little shit starts to cry for his mom. Fair?”
“Yes, fair.” As I gather my ‘shit’ I hear another car door. Shame is all over the door. No one unwelcome could come or go unless an automatic weapon was used. Shame is massive and he takes up the entire space. I hear Cherry laughing and when I see Ace, I sigh. Seeing Ace gives me some peace. He hasn’t left me yet, even though I’ve been a terrible person to him.



Chapter Ten
 
“When I saw her I was in love with her. Everything turned over inside of me. She looked toward the door, saw there was no one, and then she sat on the side of the bed and leaned over and kissed me.”  
-Ernest Hemingway
 
 Leaving my house once the chaos, well Shame, settled, we made our way to Shell Horn’s. My mind isn’t here. I watch all my friends dance and try having a good time. I’ve relieved Mace of her ‘watch drink’ duties and her big ol’ self is now attempting to dance. However, it’s more like she’s just swaying back and forth slightly. She’s smiling a little, so I’m thinking she doesn’t realize she looks like a beached whale out there flopping, surrounded by minnows. Hot guy, good friends, no crazy stalker headed her way. Nope, I still don’t feel sorry for her.
I’ve sent the last text to Honor, making sure Patrick is all tucked in safely for the night. I’ve driven the man nuts. I don’t give two shits about that. Shame has told Mace all is quiet and undisturbed back at the house, but he plans to stay the night there with me since I’m being “nothing less than a difficult wench” – his words, per Mace. He doesn’t trust me to take care of myself, so he’s staying. Again, two shits … not given. 
“Are you going to sit here all night on my L-A-S-S-T night here?” 
Shit, Peyton spelling words out on a normal day can get annoying, but now she’s well into her fourth drink that she’s actually misspelling words. Jesus, how is she standing after four of those damn watermelon drinks? She’s so tiny.
“Yes, I am. I’m watching drinks so ‘Shamu’over there can enjoy a dance or two or friggin’ ten. It’s about time we head out anyway. I’m ready to go. Cherry and April will ride with you and Honor back, I’m going to take Mace home with me so she can take Shame’s truck once we get back to my place.”
“Do you want me to st-t-tay with you? Cause S-s-sadey, I will.” Great, now she has the hiccups. 
“No. Derek is going to be waiting for you, honey. I’m sure he’s ready for you to get home. Hell, it’s already past midnight. He’s probably already packed up the entire house by now, waiting to take his woman and ride off into the sunset. I will see you before you leave though, you can stop and say goodbye, like you promised.”
She doesn’t acknowledge the time or anything else I said after the word ‘no.’ She casually just gets up and starts walking towards the dance floor in effort to ignore my request to call it a night. 
Gunner notices from across the room and I nod, signaling him to round up the ladies and gents so we can go home. Shame and Ace are probably either sleeping, fighting, or scoping everything out around the house for the eighth time in an hour. Now that I’m out, I don’t really want to go home. I’m too freaked about what happened earlier, but if Shame stays with me, I’m going to sleep well.


Walking in the front door, Mace and I can see right away that I was right. Shame is sleeping soundly in my recliner and Ace is lying on my couch, yet again. He’s becoming a fixture in my house and I don’t really mind. I’m surprised by my reaction. 
“Shame, baby. Wake up, honey.” Mace lays her hand across his cheek and watches his eyes open and try to focus out of sleep. “I’m going to go home. My stomach is still tight and your son is shadow boxing like Ali up in here. I feel like he’s karate kicking a rib, then right jabbing my left ovary.”
I feel bad for making a nearly nine month pregnant woman go home alone. I can sleep at the club, or at Honor’s with Patrick. 
“Mace, just let me pack my stuff. I will go with you.” 
Shame is awake, but not completely. He grabs a hold of Mace and pulls her down onto him in the chair. He rubs her belly with a small smile. It’s dark, other than the light from a muted television, so she probably doesn’t even notice how content he looks as he holds his unborn son with his giant hands. One day, I think to myself, I will have this again.
“Sweetheart, if Ace is already asleep, I can let the little fucker sleep on the couch, if Sadey doesn’t care. Think it has already been established that if anyone were to come within a mile of Sadey intending harm, the person would be asking for a long, painful death.”
I glance quickly over at Ace who looks to be sleeping soundly, “Fine, whatever. I don’t care. Not a problem. I don’t mind. Whatever needs done.” I’m running my mouth in nervousness and saying stupid words in agreement. If I tell Mace how well I sleep when Ace, or anyone, is in the other room, she will twist it in her mind, as always, and push me forward again, before I’m ready.
Damn, my girl is quick. Before I even turn to put my stuff down on the counter, she’s at me. 
“Okay Sadey, Shame and I will go … leaving you and Ace … alone … ya know to sleep … that’s all.” She winks at me and turns back to Shame who is now coming to me with a scowl. 
Hell, why am I in trouble? I didn’t say it, she did.
“Mace, damn it, knock that shit off. I talked to Ace about all the shit that went down here tonight. I tried to anyway, but he’s got something going and he’s not budging. All he wants is Sadey safe. He’s on duty tonight. Now woman, can we go home, please? Had a shit evening and have shit to do tomorrow, but before that I…”
“Hell, no. Shut up. Stop talking. Get your shit and go. Not that I’m not jealous that Mace is getting sex regularly, but I can’t sit here and listen to you describe it. God, just go.” 
Shame smiles, looks at Mace with those God damn silver-sex eyes of his, and one look, just one, is all that it takes. She follows him out, only to look back at me with a knowing smirk. The woman is the size of a damn house and she still looks forward to him making her ass ‘pink.’ Lucky bitch.
I’ve locked up the house, double checking everything, yet again. I indulge myself for a moment or two and look at Ace sleeping on my couch, in my home. I’m remembering times when he and I would make out wherever we could find a quiet place. Not just the night Mace busted us half undressed, in a car at the club, but the other times; at my house when she was with Greyson or at her Mom’s. I remember the way Ace would kiss me. 
There is only one speed for him and it is slow and seductive, never rushed or pushing for more than I offer. Aside from our recent escapade on the porch, I don’t remember what it was like to have a man touch me, really touch me. Every time I feel myself start longing for it again, the guilt takes over and I drop the uninvited thought immediately. I still feel like I’m cheating on my dead husband.
Ace needs a blanket or he will freeze in here tonight. I keep the house cool to avoid Patrick from getting too warm as he sleeps under the mountain of cuddle blankets I put around him. I pull off the blanket that was laying on the recliner that Shame had used and cover Ace. As he dreams I study his features uninterrupted. He looks even sweeter with his eyes closed. His dimple is at rest, but overall Ace honestly looks lost. 
He’s lying flat on his back, his forearm resting over his eyes. The muscles in his arms and chest are flexing, but his steady breathing tells me how relaxed he is in slumber. I start to move the blanket up to his mid-section and I tuck it around him, taking my time to touch his hard stomach and abs. The man has turned into a powerhouse since last I saw him. I feel him shift under my fingers, so I chance a glance at his face. He hasn’t moved his arm from his eyes, but his breathes aren’t steady anymore. I’ve woken him. Shit.
“Bug, what are you doing?” His sleepy voice is low and raspy.
Yep, he’s awake and I’ve not yet taken my damn hands off his person. They are still lingering near the hem of his shirt. I’m about to fuck this friendship up, but it’s been a hellevua day and I want to be wrapped in someone’s arms. “I’m just covering you up. You’ve got to be getting cold.”
“No, baby, I’m not cold. You want to lay down here? I can move over, make you comfortable.” 
The television is still the only light in the room. Under the cloak of darkness I find bravery. I crawl into his waiting warmth as he moves onto his side into the back of the couch. I can smell him, and I remember his scent from our times before. I shift myself so we’re spooning and I’m not surprised that he always feels comfortable with me, to just pull my body to his front as he rests his arm around my waist. 
“Are you tired? I don’t want to keep you up.” I feel bad about waking him, but I don’t want to sleep.
“Shhh. I’m not tired anymore. I’m going to hold you. You need this.” Another man telling me what I need.
I don’t respond because any type of denial that I could conjure would be a lie. I’m quiet for a few minutes, hoping he believes I’ve dozed off. I haven’t, though. I can’t. I’m enjoying this. I’m owning this moment and making it mine. Nearly every memory I have of Ace is logged in my mind as pre-Hem. I need post-Hem memories now; I’ve been living in limbo.
“You’re overthinking. Just stop.” He moves his hand up my side. My arm is lying on my hip, allowing access to my chest. He stops just under my breast and runs his thumb against the bottom of it through the thin material of my shirt, back and forth. I’m blushing. Not because he’s doing anything I don’t want him to do, but because I’m incredibly turned on.
“Sadey, stop thinking. You know I’m not going anywhere. I’m here. I came back to see you. I meant what I said the other night. I love you.” 
As soon as he moves his hand from my breast to my face, I feel the absence. He uses his palm to turn my head up to him and he kisses me. He’s using his tongue against my lip again, licking it back and forth. He’s asking for entrance and I want this, so I open in response. Jesus, this beautiful man can kiss. Hard, calloused hands begin to explore my body. I’m starved for this, I’ve thought about it in the back of my mind, wondering what it would be like to be with another man, completely. 
I’m not without fear, though. What if another man is never enough? My body only responds, moves, and explodes for Hem. No wait, my body responded, moved, and exploded for Hem. Hem is gone. He left me.
Gently, Ace starts unbuttoning my shirt one button at a time. He’s using the same slow, seductive pace as his tongue does, as it glides in and out of my mouth. I feel the stubble on his jaw from two days without shaving. He’s all man right now, and he makes me feel like the most beautiful woman alive. I haven’t felt like that since making love to Hem the night before he… 
“Sadey bug, please, just stop with your worry. I won’t hurt you.” 
Those words of encouragement make me focus on this moment with him. I turn my body around, and as I do, it pushes his hand into my breast and he moves the cup up and massages my nipple with his gentleness. My breath quickens and I find the courage to lift his shirt so I can explore his young, hard, and protective body. 
He’s added more ink and piercings since I was last with him like this. For once, I wish the lights were on. I want to see what he’s added and be able to look at all of him while discovering him again. 
I need help to keep my memory off the only man I’ve ever given myself to. I want to be able to see who is in front of me right now, alive. I’m forcing out the image of someone who is looking at me from a closed door that I can’t go through yet, and hopefully won’t until I’m old and have lived happily for a long time.
Letting go of all thoughts now, I allow myself to be lost in the moment. Patrick is safe at Peril, safer than he would be if he were here. I’m relaxed after the drinks at Shell Horn’s. Nothing is holding me back so I release myself from the memory of Hem long enough to embrace this. I am giving myself to Ace.
I start to take off his leather belt, anticipating for him to stop me. Ace has one hand on my back, pushing me into him, and the other is clenching my breast causing me to gasp, though not from pain.
Once my hand makes its way inside his jeans, I feel him pulse and flex to my touch. He shifts his hips forward so that my grasp becomes tighter and I oblige him by running my hands up and down his shaft at a quickened pace. I feel the head of his cock and I know he’s turned on, the dew on my fingertips evidence of his absolute surrender. 
“Ace…” 
I want to tell him to touch me, anywhere and everywhere. Before I can, he has moved his mouth to my neck and he’s biting and sucking the skin below my ear. My only response to this is to push my hand further into his jeans. At the same time I’m moving my hips to the rhythm of his, silently asking more. 
“Ace, hey...” I want him to move us to my bedroom. I know he won’t deny us this and I’m not going to fool myself, trying to hide how much I want him. 
He’s not responding to my words, he just continues to use my own body against me. His hands are rubbing me inside my jeans now, I’m wet and should be utterly humiliated, but I’m not. The only thing I feel right now is wanting. 
“Sadey, are you sure? This isn’t just about sex, is it? I don’t want to be in someone’s shadow. I don’t know if I could do that again. I feel like I’ve lost you so many times before.”
He’s pouring water on this. Cold fuckin’ water. 
Son of a bitch. 
“There is someone else there waiting on me to let you go.”
Fuck. 
Now, Hem? You’re coming to me, now? 
I halt my hands progress. Ace tenses. He can feel my conflict before I’ve even delivered the verdict. He knows me and knows how hard it has been for me to move on because of all my nightmares, but he doesn’t know about the living ones. The voice I long for, wait for, and respond to with my eyes wide open. He doesn’t know that for the last six months I’ve been losing my mind, piece by painful piece.
“You’re right. Ace, I can’t. I’m sorry.” 
I start to push him off me, but he holds tight. He moves his hand from my chest and the other from of my jeans, then covers my bare breast by closing my shirt. He’s so close to my face I can feel his breathing against my hair. 
“Not ready. I knew this. I feared this. There won’t be another chance, Sade. I’m going back. I don’t know when exactly, but I think it’s time I go, maybe sooner than later.”
His words score me. I don’t want him to go just because I’m not ready to let him make me his. Sex has never been just sex for me. I never slept with anyone before Hem, so I’m nervous and scared to give myself away again, only out of it to be broken, again. 
He is moving my hair from my face, pulling it away from of my neck and moving it down my back, as I look at him face to face, eye to eye. 
“I told Mace the last night I was here, the night of Hem’s proposal, I couldn’t stay and watch you with him, but, Sadey, now you’re not with Hem. Even though you’re not, he’s still with you.”
What? Mace knew this whole time why he left? She knew and didn’t tell me how he felt. I let him touch me. I climaxed at his hand, and I let my guard down. I’m fuckin’ furious.
“No, please, don’t go. Don’t just leave me again because I’m not prepared. It isn’t all you Ace. I’m just not ready. You have to believe that. Please tell me you believe it. You mean a lot to me. I trust you. I’ve always trusted you.”
He strengthens his grasp around my waist with one hand, holding me tight against his body. The other hand guides my head, tucking it under his chin. His legs are wrapped around me securely, embracing me to him. 
I can feel him capturing this moment, holding it in a freeze frame, as if he will never get another picture like it. 
“Bug, I’m not leaving because of you. I just need to go back.” After he confirms what he said a few minutes before, I’m left thinking. My mind is left to replay the events of the last few days. I don’t sleep at all after that. I’m awake so long that I watch the sun arise, still enveloped in his arms.



Chapter Eleven
 
“Love always hangs up behind the bathroom door. It smells like Lysol. To hell with love. Love is making me happy and then going off to sleep with your mouth open while I lie awake all night afraid to say my prayers even because I know I have no right to anymore. Love is all the dirty little tricks you taught me that you probably got out of some book. All right. I'm through with you and I'm through with love." 
-Ernest Hemingway
 
“All of these, too. They all need a good washing. I’m running out of time here. Work faster, people. Ryder is coming soon, I can feel it. When I woke up this morning, my back felt like it had been slammed against a wall, and not in that good, hot, sexy, satisfying way that Shame likes, either.” She’s dancing around back and forth, from one foot to the other. Good grief, woman, use the toilet.
Mace is frantic. She’s nesting. She called a gathering of all the girls to help her with the remaining tasks of getting Ryder’s home ready. She hasn’t left her house in four days, the night she left me with Ace at mine. 
She and I had it out the next day after Ace left. I am still livid with her for not telling me about how he felt and the actual reason why he left all of us. I hardly gave her a chance to give me her reasons for doing it. I wouldn’t have heard them at that point anyway, so I cut her off, using my words to hurt her.
It’s a rare event that I’m so pissed at Mace I can’t look at her, but that definitely qualified as one. After taking an entire day without her so I could think, she sent me a string of jabbering text messages, telling me how sorry she was and that she didn’t want to ruin my wedding plans, then my wedding, then my honeymoon, etc. etc. She said there just wasn’t a good time to break it that it was me he was leaving, not anyone else, just me. She didn’t want to put all that on my shoulders. 
I still refused to talk to her. After another day of pondering her excuses, while still pissed at her, I answered her invitation to come and get her shit straight for the baby’s sake, not hers. So here I am, with all the girls, gathered around trying to settle her nerves and prepare her for motherhood.
“Have you talked to Ace? He’s broken and he’s not talking about it.” Cherry looks directly at me with her questioning glare. 
Her words trickle with cynicism and her look of disdain matches it. She’s pissed and she doesn’t even know the whole damn story. She’s actually trying me without evidence, because I couldn’t, and I didn’t, sleep with Ace.
“No, I haven’t talked to him. Sorry.” She’s not getting any more out of me than that. If he wants to tell her, fine. They are tight, but I’m not going to open that up and listen to her verdict of me through her uniformed and biased eyes. 
“Where the hell is Mace? She was just here. Where did she run off to now? She’s supposed to be helping us work over all this crap and she’s vanished, probably napping again.” Alright April, we can see that this isn’t your cup of ‘Jo.
April has made it clear that domestic duties aren’t her strong suit. Granted she loves kids. Well, she loves Patrick. She doesn’t participate in cleanup of the spoils, though. Just stay and play, that’s all she’s in for. Diapers changed, laundry done, meals cooked, and toy clean-up are not on her route. If she and Honor ever get really serious, he’s going to have to understand he’s gotta wear the apron. He won’t like that. He’s sweet, but he’s not about to be neutered for any woman. I could be wrong.
As I’m listening to April complain about having to fold and put away more clothes than ‘any biker child needs’, I hear a cell phone ringing. No one here at this table is moving from their resting spots to get it, so I start to look around and notice it is none other than our hostess’ phone. 
Caller ID says Shame, and here we are at round five. Keeping in mind the man has already called four times since the cavalry arrived, checking to see if his woman is feeling okay, I answer with patience.
“Hello.” Simple, easy.
“Hello, beautiful girl. You still sore from last night?” Raspy, sexy. 
How did my best friend capture this man’s heart again? Just those few words prove to anyone that he’s only hers, forever.
“Thanks Shame, but if Mace hears you say that to me, she’s going to gut you.” Sarcasm drips with every word.
I hear him smile into the phone seconds before I see Mace approaching us in the living room from wherever she’s been. Her face is wrinkled in pain. She’s gripping her stomach and she’s starting to bend over and moan. I’m well aware what is happening. I’ve been through it, and although I should interject, I don’t want to panic Shame or any of the girls. 
“Guys, I think something is wrong.” Her face is pale. She’s looking at me for help, but I have no idea how to help her until I calm her enough that I can tell her and Shame with certainty that their boy is on his way to meet them. She’s not due for another two weeks.
I want to laugh out loud because I just caught sight of her maternity pants. They are a dripping mess and she’s trailing water from the bathroom into the kitchen as her shoes squeak with every step. Oh yeah, I think I can tell him now.
“Sadey, what’s wrong? Are you still there? Is that Mace? Is she alright? Sadey, damn it, fuckin’ talk to me.” 
Let’s rip the band aid off, quick.
“Shame, your girl just blew out her cork and she’s a dripping mess. Let’s go, Ryder is ready to meet his Daddy.” Shame doesn’t even say goodbye, I just hear a click and the line goes dead. So, the madness begins.


The waiting room of hospitals are so morose. I need a break from all of them; Mace, Shame, and the new bundle of friggin’ joy. 
Ryder is a nine pound seven ounce parcel of Shame Carrick. He’s a hefty boy. The child also has a set of lungs that Mace had to have blessed him with and now a headache has overwhelmed me. 
I need a few quiet minutes to myself to calm my nerves and keep my head from exploding. Seeing Ryder makes me miss Patrick and I need to call my mom to make sure he’s doing alright over there.
My quiet time is short lived as I see Ace walking straight towards me. Damn, I don’t want to deal with him right now. Please, please, please, someone make the madness stop. My best friend just delivered, I haven’t seen my son all day, and since he’s gone with my parents, I’m going home alone. I do not need the extra chore of dealing with Ace. 
He doesn’t wait around for small talk, just hits me with his news, “Sade, I know you don’t want to see me, that you’re upset about what I said, you know, about Hem. I’m in a bit of a hurry, but wanted to see you before I left. I’m taking off tomorrow, early.” 
“What? You just decided this? That you’re leaving tomorrow? Guess I should be thankful. This time I got a goodbye.” That was low, even for me.
“It’s not like that. I just … things are complicated … being here with you, I just feel…”
“Say it. Stop being so passive, Ace. Tell me what the hell is going on. Since you’ve been back here you’ve been acting bizarre. You’re secretive, paranoid, and when you don’t have your tongue in my mouth or hands on my chest, you’re telling me nothing about what is really going on. This is not just about how you feel about me, is it? Tell me.”
“I can’t.”
“You can. You just won’t. There’s a damn difference.”
“No, Sade, I can’t.”
“Then go. You can leave. I don’t want to do this anymore. I can’t be what you want. I’m a mess. Ace, I’m a ghost of who I once was. I’m sorry I can’t be the person that you want me to be again. Keep in touch and…” 
His focus is no longer on me, but something behind me. I don’t get a good vibe from him, so I stop talking. He looks scared. Then I hear the screeching voice coming from behind me as it approaches.
“So here she is, Sadey Lyons. Ace, this must be the infamous girl that got away. The girl who only loves Hem. Look at her. She’s so pretty, too.” 
What the fuck? I’m still looking at Ace, afraid to turn around. He is staring at who is standing over my shoulder and the small space is now engulfed in some perfume that would make Hai Karate seem expensive.
He looks directly briefly into my eyes and whispers, “I’m sorry, Sade. Don’t hate me.” Then he takes a step back from me as I turn around and watch him walk to…her.
She’s about my height, weight, and she has my same shade of hair color. Her face holds more freckles, although it’s hard to tell under all that dark make up. The woman seemingly hates me. I just have no idea why.
“He talks about you all the time.” 
Shit, now she’s slinking towards me as I stand by Mace’s hospital door. I want to run, but I’m frozen scared in place. 
“Sadey bug, this … Sadey bug, that… Do you have any idea, at all, how it makes a woman feel when her husband talks about another girl, especially after he’s just left his cum inside her?”
Oh my fucking God! Ace is married. 



Chapter Twelve
 
“There isn’t any symbolism. The sea is the sea. The old man is an old man. The boy is a boy and the fish is a fish. The sharks are all sharks no better and no worse. All the symbolism that people say is shit. What goes beyond is what you see, beyond what you know.”
--Ernest Hemingway
 
“Husband? Did you just refer to Ace as your husband?” I want her to deny this, so I can act as though I didn’t just hear it. This is not happening. No way is this happening. This breaking discovery just so happens to make me the other woman. It makes me an adulteress. No wonder the woman has hate set in her eyes. I would hate me, too. I would cut a bitch if any other woman came near Hem in the same manner I was near Ace.
I lean my body against the cold and sterile hospital wall, instantly cooling my heated skin and giving me the support I need to remain standing. It doesn’t matter to me at all that I wasn’t considering spending forever with Ace, even if that’s what he wanted from me. My stomach is twisting. 
I’m the other woman.
He’s fucking married.
“Yes, I did. We’ve been wed three months now and I just found out about you two weeks before he left me at home with his bratty sister, Sarah, and his old, decrepit grandmother, Netta, so he could come play house here. Quite the happy honeymooners, aren’t we?” Her gaze searches me and I feel like an errant child who is about to get detention for bad behavior. I would deserve no less than a strong slapping from her hand.
I look to Ace who stands there staggered. He has nothing to say for himself. He’s shocked, I can see that, but he should be saying something. 
“You’re married, Ace?” 
She puts her hand to her chest in a play of surprise, but she’s seething. “Ace, you didn’t mention me? I’m hurt. Can we go home now? You seem to have a ‘situation’ in Cali, and since I’m supposed to be your wife, maybe you can explain all this on the way back.” She’s referring to me as an object, not a person. Again though, it’s no less than I deserve.
“You misunderstand. Ace is my friend.” I am unsure who I’m trying to convince; me, her, or Ace. Sounded good though.
“You fuck all your friends? Bet that makes you pretty popular with the boys, don’t it? Maybe since you are fucking so many of your other friends, you could stop…”Okay, I raise a brow. Did I deserve that?
“Shut up, Sylvie! Shut the fuck up! This is not about you. I’m not fuckin’ anyone. Let’s go.”
She looks to him and grimaces. Then she’s back at me. “I just granted a warning I suggest you use it, pretty girl. You’re just gettin’ the one. Next time I see you talking to Ace, or even looking at him, I’m going to scratch those pretty green doe eyes out of your fuckin’ head.” 
Wow, where do people learn to speak like that? Her mother must be so proud of her skill with public speech. 
Ace finally looks at me and holds my gaze. His face is laced with total regret. Observing her standing here, looking like me, acting like a demon-bitch just having crept out of the dredges of the social circles of Hell, I would say he has a lot to regret.


“Hey, Sadey, looks like you could use another drink.” 
I beat Cherry here. I called her on the way to Peril to fill her in on what is happening with Ace. Like me, she hadn’t a clue that he was ever married. As close as those two are, she was my only hope for more information. Though at this point, if she would have told me she was his ex-wife, it wouldn’t have made a difference.
This big damn secret he’s been hiding is finally out in the open for everyone to see and judge. My verdict is already in. No need to deliberate. He’s an asshole for making me a home-wrecker.
“Yep. I do believe I could use another.” 
Margaritas are flowing and I’m about half into my fourth one. I don’t care about anything right now. I know I should, but I don’t. I am pissed off at the whole friggin’ world.
“Married, huh? He’s actually married? I’m not saying I don’t believe you, Sadey, but married? That’s what his whole big secret was? That’s why Shame and the boys are livid with him? Are you sure they even know about it? I mean, why would they care? Hell, I would think Shame would be relieved that he isn’t having to watch that Ace doesn’t make his moves on you.” 
Oh, Cherry, marriage did not stop Ace from making moves on me, believe that. This woman drives me nuts. She’s nice, but so damn naïve when it comes to Ace. She wants to believe that he’s perfect. Cherry has a thing for him; I get that, so I don’t blame her. I need to be careful of her feelings for him when I take my foot and shove it up his ass.
“I don’t want to talk about this anymore. I’m bored with it. I don’t care, I don’t want to care. Nope, I am going to sit here and enjoy my drink.”
She’s not giving up on his innocence. “I trust him, Sadey. I don’t trust anyone I really don’t. When all that happened last year, I told myself that I would never allow myself to care about another man, ever. Ace is more than just a man and you know it. I know you do. His heart is rich and he doesn’t deserve anyone’s ferocity. He’s alone and I’m sorry to say this, but until someone offers proof that somehow he’s the bad guy in all this, I’m with him.”
“You love him, don’t you? You can tell me. He’s my friend. I won’t be upset. Cherry. You’re human and we can agree, Ace is hot.” She needs to admit her feelings for him. It will help her move past them, especially being that he’s married.
“Fine. Yes, I love him.” She won’t look at me through her admission. She’s waiting for my response.
“Damn, it feels good to be right about something once in a while.”
Cherry looks so sweet when she’s worried. Wish I didn’t see her looking so sweet so damn often. “Ummm, honey, look.” Oh for the love of all that is good and calm, now what? 
Hood is pissed. He comes in, slamming his saddle bag onto the bar two stools from where Cherry and I are drowning our sorrows. I appreciate her help in this, too. I hate to drink alone.
“Sadey. Cherry.” He only nods as he says our names, as if this is a proper hello. “Have you seen Ace or his bitch around?” 
Hood isn’t a member of this Club. Neither is Ace, but they may as well be; always causing drama in their wake.
I just want to enjoy some quiet time without screaming babies, married men, or freaked-out jealous women. “No. Why? Are they coming here? ‘Cause I don’t want them in here.”
“Relax, woman. He sure as fuck won’t be bothering you anymore. Of all the things in addition to the other shit he’s bringing around, the fucker is married. She’s a piece.”
“Yep. Married.” I’m past tipsy. Not a good look on me, I’m sure. 
“Watch my drink. I’m going to use the bathroom. When I come back I need someone to tell me that this is all just a bad dream and I’m going to wake up from it soon.” Cherry smiles and nods, but hell, I’m serious.
Walking down the hall after my attempts to pull my shit together in the bathroom, I hear the raised voices. Gunner is beyond pissed. 
Gunner is the big brother to almost every woman in the club. He doesn’t date. Says he doesn’t have time since his hands are full, dealing with all of us and our drama. To a point, I don’t disagree. He really does watch over all of us, including Mace. I don’t know who he’s talking to because he hasn’t given anyone a chance to speak through his fury. 
“No, nothing touches them! Hem would be fuckin’ livid if more shit touched any of these girls. I don’t believe what you’ve been saying and when Shame catches wind of this, he’s gonna to go ballistic. He wants to go and see it for himself, verify this bullshit first, before it comes here.” Gunner thinks he’s whispering, but he’s about five octaves higher than a whisper.
“This isn’t ideal, man, I get it. What happened that night, fuck, it was our only choice? You weren’t there, remember? You all got there later, after the play was already made. More trouble was threatening everyone here, everyone Hem loves. You don’t know how that night started, or ended, so how about you just deal with Shame. If he goes to California, then you need to go with him. He will need help. He will need you to help him keep it together.” 
Now that I know Gunner is talking to Hood, I know that Hood is pleading with him. I am so damn sick of being left in the dark. Men seem to think women are stupid, but if we ran this shit, we wouldn’t be doing it with violence. We would just have a freeze-out and stop talking to each other. End of story.
“I need to go, fuck, damn it. I gotta go talk to Shame.” 
Gunner has cut Hood off and won’t let him finish speaking. I’m not drunk enough to not know that something big is coming here or that it will find Shame in California. 
Since I’m done eavesdropping, I need to locate my drink serving pal, Cricket, so he can give me a ride home. Cherry is staying here tonight. Since April is pretty much living with Honor, she doesn’t want to be alone after learning that Ace is married and the woman he’s married to is a scary she-witch lurking in the shadows for her next target.
Walking down the last hall to the bar, I see Ace is here and he’s talking to Cherry. He’s doing all the talking and by the looks of it, he is being gentle and sweet. She is leaning into him as his hand is wrapped around her neck, cradling her close to his chest. He’s saying his goodbyes, and now that I got her to admit her feelings for him, I know she’s not ready. She doesn’t want to let him go. 
He’s bending down and kissing the crown of her head. He hasn’t an inkling of how she feels about him, and with her recent history with men, I don’t suspect she plans on ever telling him. I wish he loved her the way he loves me. They would be good for each other, in all ways.
“Sadey, can we talk now?” 
I must have lost a few minutes during my daydream of Ace and Cherry because I hadn’t noticed when he removed his hands from her and started walking towards me. I don’t know what to say to him or how to respond to his simple request. I just nod and let him close the distance.
“I don’t want to talk out here. Can we go to Shame’s room, please?” 
Chicken shit. Rather than go to Hem’s old room, which he’s probably still scared of, he offers to go to Shames room. Shame is with us, in the living room, and will kick his ass if something rough comes my way. If I were Ace, I would be much more afraid of the pissed living dragon, rather than the dead ghost. 
“Okay.” The alcohol is running through me. Mace has told me that even as a kid I had a tendency to lose my shit under duress, so I take mental note to keep it cool.
Walking to Shame’s room feels symbolic to walking the plank. Once we get there, I take a deep breath because I know I’m about to let all my anger out on Ace. He’s the target of all of this. I don’t want to keep cool. 
“Sadey, I’m sorry. I know I didn’t tell you the truth about me being married. There’s just so much going on. You should have been told. I wasn’t sure of what your reaction would be. I don’t love her. You can probably see why I don’t. She was something to fill the void...”
“Shut up, Ace. Let’s just leave the fact that you didn’t trust me with that information and focus on the fact that you’re a chicken shit. You had your hands on me, you had your hands inside of me, and you are married. In doing all of this, you’ve made me no better a person than a club whore.”
“She doesn’t mean anything to me, Sadey. You don’t understand what it was like for me as I was leaving you that night. You were going to marry him. You never saw me, Sade. You thought of me as someone to fill his spot until he figured his shit out. It worked for you, I thought it would work for me, too. Sylvie and I knew each other as kids. She wasn’t always like this. She used to be nice and fun and she was a good friend. Life happens; it changes people. You of all people can appreciate that.”
“You cheated on her.”
“We’re all cheaters and liars, Sade. Some of us are just better at it.”
“Ace…”
His face is soft. He isn’t listening to me past his own thoughts. “I never would have been enough for you, would I? You never would have loved me, no matter if Hem is around or not.”
This again. Always this with him. I love him. I just don’t ever see myself being in love with him. “I’m his, Ace. Until I’m ready to be anyone’s but his, I have nothing to give you. I know that right now, in this moment, I can’t look at you anymore. I trusted you and you hurt me. I trusted you.”
“Sadey, I did it all with you in heart and mind. Every decision I’ve made for the last six months, I’ve made for you. I want you to see that, one day soon. I swear to you that you will. I love you, Sadey, I love you so fuckin’ much, but it’s not enough. Do you know what it’s like to love someone so powerfully, with everything you have inside you, but they can’t love you back?”
“Fuck, I don’t know, Ace, do I? I think I have some experience in that. I think I’ve cornered that damn market. I love Hem, remember? I will always love Hem, but he will never be here again to love me back.”
With my last statement, Ace looks at me like I’ve just gut punched him. He turns and leaves me standing alone.


After my heart to heart with Ace, admitting once again to the living that my heart belongs to those who walk with the dead, I have decided to start staying with Mace and Shame. I act like this was all my idea, but Shame told me I was staying here with them for a couple of weeks while he’s gone out on a ride with Gunner, Honor, Raider, and of course, Hood. Mace says he’s down south again, but after my eavesdropping session, I know he’s off to California. I don’t know what the hell is happening, but if it’s bad, I want them to leave it there. Do not bring more shit home. 
I didn’t get a chance to tell Sylvie goodbye after our chat yesterday, but I’m sure I will get the chance to see her again soon. April told me that she came to the club yesterday looking for me, citing that she wanted to talk to me; to visit and catch up. 
Truly, I thought I was the crazy one, but I just hear voices. She’s plotting my death as she talks to my friends like we are BFF’s. No thanks, I’m good. I’ve got enough crazy around to last me a lifetime. I don’t need any more soliciting to check my inventory.
Since the boys left in a rush, Ace insisted he stick around here to watch for anything that looks out of place. Shame agreed, only because he knows Ace won’t let anything happen to me during his absence. I still haven’t actually seen or talked to Ace since our talk last week in Shame’s old room, but knowing he is out there watching out for me does make me feel better. 
After putting Patrick down for sleep and checking to see if Ryder is alright in his nursery, I reach for my phone to give the new mommy peace of mind while she’s out ‘grocery shopping.’ 
Shame has put Cricket on her in way of watch and I can see two more familiar faces from the club sitting outside her house watching me. She worries so much without the added stress of them around, even with me here babysitting. I understand that she hates leaving Ryder, but the woman needs a break and if she can get that at the store, so be it.
Before I text her, I notice I have a missed message. 
-ACE-
Hey bug, I know you’re fuckin’ pissed at me. Unsure what else I can say, or if there’s anything left to say. Can I come by and talk? If you don’t want to, I will understand and give you space.
Dammit, I’m so tired of dealing with this shit. He’s married. I’m in mourning. I don’t want Ace. Where the hell could this relationship go from where it started? Nothing good comes from cheating, and even though I think he’s got himself a pit bull for a wife, he still chose to marry her. I don’t want our friendship to end on bad terms. I just want him to go back to California, live his life, and find his happiness. Maybe rather than sit here and debate this internally I should just explain all this to him, then tell him to go home, for good.
-ME-
I’m staying with Mace. You can come by, she’s not here right now, and I have the boys.
I’ve been messing about the house all morning, and I look slightly better than death warmed over, so I would rather he not see me like this. Before I can make my way to my room, I hear the knock. 
You’re kidding me? Was he in the damn driveway when he texted me? Fine. Whatever. I look like Medusa, but he’s seen me look worse, I’m sure.
“Hi.” He looks tired, stressed, and I can smell whiskey on him. It’s only one o’clock in the afternoon and I can smell whiskey. This can’t be good.
“Hello, Ace. You alright?”
“No.”
“No?” 
“Sadey, I need to talk to you and I need you to listen. In about ten minutes, your life is going to change, radically. I need you to hear me out and remember that I love you. I would do anything for you. You believe that, right?”
“Ace, please. You’re scaring me. What have you done?”
“Sadey bug ... Just please, listen.”
“Would you come in here? I’m thinking we probably don’t need to have this conversation on the porch.” He gives me a puzzled look and I can tell he’s reliving our sexcapade that happened not just a couple of weeks before.
After he looks around outside the door, checking the perimeter of Shame’s house, he makes his way in and goes right to Shame’s reclining chair, as far away from me as he can get. 
I’m getting ready to find out what the hell is going on and it’s about damn time. No way can he be acting this insane only because he’s married. He takes a big breath and hits me with news that I never would have seen coming.
“You already know why Hem gave himself to Warren. He did it for all of you, because Warren threatened to take everyone that Hem loved away from him and it wasn’t going to be humane or gentle. You knew all that, right?”
I don’t like remembering this, but I need to stay calm and collected or Ace won’t let me have the truth. “Why are we re-living all of this? I can hardly think about, let alone talk, about it.”
“Sadey, let me get this out. Before Warren met Hem that night, he set up a contract.”
“Contract?”
A person hires someone to finish a job for money. Bug, I’m talking about someone to hurt you, Mace, Shame, the babies ... everyone. Someone to ruin Hem’s life in the event that Warren died during his vengeance on Hem.”
“I don’t understand, though. Why? Warren is dead, Hem is dead, and the purpose has been served. Are you telling me someone is still coming after me? Someone has been in my house, Ace. Someone also knocked on my door asking about me and where I was. They talked to Cherry. Scar face came by and accosted me, there at my house while Patrick slept not fifteen feet from the front door. Someone has been lurking around and leaving Shame on edge. Are you telling me that this someone is coming after my son?” I want to be sick. This news, it’s too much. 
“You need to talk to Shame.”
“Shame isn’t here and he won’t talk me. Please, Ace, you have to tell me everything. I’m scared for Patrick and what about Ryder? Warren is dead… I don’t understand.” I feel my heart beating in my chest. I never, ever, would have thought that a stranger, out for hire, would want me and my family dead. What the hell is the point? 
“Look, I’ve told you enough. Hell, I’ve told you too much. There are things I haven’t, but that’s for Shame. He’s on his way back now. He has all the answers. When he gets back, Sade, you will have all of yours. I promise. Just know that I’m sorry, okay? I love you. I would have never hurt you on purpose. I swear it. You have to believe that.”
“What are you talking about? Why would you hurt me? I don’t get it. Wait! Ace, is the contract person that scar-face man who came asking if I was Hem’s woman? The other one who was here, the man that Warren gave Mace to the night Mace was taken by Greyson.”
“No, believe it or not. He’s actually helping find the person that’s doing this. That’s Risk. He hated Warren after Warren and Greyson killed Switch, then ran that club to the ground, serving their own purpose getting rid of Hem. Hood and Risk are tight, always were, until Hood left the gang after what Greyson did to Cherry. He couldn’t stomach it. He knew it was fucked.”
“So, why was he here then? He wasn’t nice about it, he was scary.”
“Sadey, please. Just wait a little longer. Your answers are coming, baby.”
Ace stands up and walks to me, I’m still standing near the front door in shock. All this information that I’ve begged for hasn’t helped me piece anything together. I don’t get what I’m supposed to be waiting for. 
I feel Ace’s body close to mine. He’s warm to the touch and he’s shaking. The palm of his hand moves to my chin and his fingers brush my face as he moves my hair behind my ear, then runs his fingertips across my temple. This is how Ace always tries to calm me and I’m transported to when I was in the hospital. I’m not going to refuse him this, since it appears to be calming him as well. 
Not long after we get comfortable with each other again, I hear a car door outside. Mace is home. She won’t like that Ace is here and inside the house. Shame doesn’t mind Ace watching over us, but Ace being here and around the boys… this will piss him off. Ace needs to get packin’.
In all my fear I had forgotten I locked the front door out of habit. I move my hands to the door handle and just before I open it, Ace stops me by grabbing my waist and pulling me to him. He says nothing more than, “Sade bug, I love you.” 
What the hell is wrong with him? 
I open the door and it definitely isn’t who I thought it was. It’s Shame, and God, he looks broken, devastated, and so sorry. 
Before I can ask what happened to him, he looks into my eyes and says to me, with a purpose I still don’t understand, “It’s alright now. You’re going to be alright, buddy. Just Hold … The ... Fuck … On.”
Then it comes together for me; the person I’ve pleaded for, the voice I’ve yearned to hear in the quiet of the night, and the face I’ve only seen in my dreams for the last six months.
“Sadey girl?” 
Oh my God.
Point three seconds. That’s all it takes for me to push Shame out of my way and look beyond his rigid and haggard body, to my Hem. 
I’m so caught up in this moment, this moment I never could have imagined, that there is no hesitation to run to him, nearly knocking him off his feet from where he stands. I refuse to smile for fear the movement of my face might awaken me from a dream, but inside I’m bursting with life again. My arms are around his neck and he’s holding me so tightly to him I have to make a conscious effort to breathe. It’s too much to comprehend that this could even be real.
I’m crying big, heavy tears into his chest. I’m pulling him to me and I can’t get him close enough. I can smell him. I remember the smell of his neck and I can hear his heart beating in my ear in familiar rhythm. 
God, if you’re listening to me and you’re watching this, please, I’m begging you to make this not a lie. Please, don’t have me believe he’s here, then take him away during the night like he has so many times before, making it so when I wake up, I’m alone. 
Hem is crying. I can feel him make sudden movements as I hold him. He’s sobbing in my hair, his deep, heavy breaths making it impossible to hide it. He’s running his hand over my head and neck, whispering to me like he always had, “My girl. My sweet, sweet, Sadey girl. I’ve missed you. I love you, I never thought…” 
He can’t say anymore, his tears and sobs having overtaken his ability to use his words. Once broken, the poet’s heart is left with no way to articulate thought.
Shame is clearing his throat behind me and I can hear him shift back and forth on his feet. The rocks under his boots make biting noises as they grind under his weight. He’s fighting to stay strong and not break. He has to be as affected by this as I am. 
I don’t want to move out of these arms. These are the only arms to have and hold me, and until this moment, I never realized exactly how close I was to truly losing my mind…, but with Hem’s presence, I’m calm. I’m not suffocating. I’m not hearing things that aren’t there. The darkness I’ve walked in, it’s been lifted and there is light ... and it is good. More than good, it is glorious. It dawns on me this moment that there is witness. If Shame sees Hem, this isn’t a lie. I’m alive and I’m awake. I never want to sleep again.
Shame and Ace walk into the house and I hear Shame say to Hem, even though my back is to him, “Brother you need to hurry this along. Not good you sittin’ outside like this. Sure not good, you doin’ it with my girl in your arms.” 
Hem flinches, but doesn’t let me go. I heard the reference Shame made to Hem regarding me being his. I don’t understand it, but I heard it, nonetheless.
With Shame’s words I begin to digest what is in front of me. I want to refuse reality from coming in and ruining this, but Shame is upset… and he’s anxious. None of this spells ‘good.’ 
I take a moment to question how in the hell Hem is really here, in front of me, living and breathing. I don’t understand it, and although I feel fortunate to even have this chance to hold him again, I’m overwhelmed with grief at the same time. Where in the hell did he come from? Furthermore, why did he ever leave?



Chapter Thirteen
 
''That is what we are supposed to do when we are at our best—make it all up—but make it up so truly that later it will happen that way.''
--Ernest Hemingway
 
Once Hem lets me go, I am able to get a better look at him. He wipes my tears and attempts to clean my face, but I’m not interested in that, so I push his hand away. I want to look at him. His face is worn with worry, his clothes are tattered and torn, and he’s lost a bit of his build. It’s my Hem though, my Hem is really here. 
Once we make it into the house, my mind catches up to my heart and my thoughts start to come together. “Hem?” 
I can’t move. Shame is standing next to him and he’s staring at me with a look of unease. Ace has moved to my side. I think he’s expecting me to faint from shock. I slowly start to realize that no-one here with me, not one person, looks at all shocked. 
“Sugar, you don’t look good. I want you to sit down.” His first formal words to me are that, and it pisses me the hell off.
I didn’t expect it, but I’m angry and confused with the situation. I’m angry at not having any answers and confused by how I feel. Reality is hitting me and my mind is racing with thoughts of being abandoned. 
How many emotions can a person experience at once before they finally break? 
“Sit down? You want me to sit down? Are you kidding me?” 
I look to our audience, who stand around us like silent soldiers, waiting for the war to start. “Shame? Ace? You seem to be handling everything quite well. Why don’t you two need to ‘sit down’? Hem, you’re dead. You’re dead because I buried you. You’re dead because I’ve waited for you to come back to me and you didn’t. You’re also dead because I finally let you go!”
I hit him with my words. At this point, I’m unsure what would be worse; living with the fact he’s here now, alive and uninjured, or waking from this sleep to find him still dead. I’m in a free-fall and I can’t stop everything from spinning.
I look directly at Shame. He’s been my anchor through the loss of Hem. I need him to be my anchor in this moment and tell me the truth. “Shame, is he here? Is this happening?”
Before I can ask another question through my shock, I’m moved back, gently clutched by my shoulders. Shame is pushing me away from the front door and into the house. His grip is taut. It’s telling me that I’m not looking steady. 
“Come on. Let’s go check on the kids.” Shame’s unsaid translation; you need a minute to grasp this and I’m giving you an out, so take it, woman.
“Wait! What about Hem? What is happening?” 
I’ve held it together long enough. The last two minutes of my life has just flipped my entire world upside-down and I can’t understand anything in front of me.
“Shame, where’s Mace? Oh God. Shame, someone has to talk to her, she can’t just walk in here with him sitting there in her living room.” 
He continues to just push me down the hall and I struggle against his hold to get another look at Hem, who is still standing in the doorway looking at me as I lose my shit. He only stares in silence. Ace’s head is hanging down and I’m realizing that he has been a large part of this.
“Keep walking, Sadey, one foot in front of the other. Keep your shit together so I can explain some of this to you before you have time to process with emotion and freak the fuck out trying to process all these emotions.” He’s so calm. Apparently he’s had a while to come to terms with this development that is so sudden to me 
“Mace knows too, doesn’t she? That’s why she’s not here.” 
He doesn’t respond to me as he moves me further down the hall and into my room. Patrick is sleeping in his crib next to my bed. I go to him, touch his face and I openly burst into sobs. I drop to my knees and let emotions take me over the edge I had been balancing on the last seven months. 
“Sadey, sweetheart, you’re alright.” Shame has his hand on my back and is trying to coax me through this. “Mace knows. She saw Hem this morning. We got back and…”
“Back? Back from where? You went to get him, didn’t you? He’s been in California this whole time and you knew. Ace knew, you knew, Hem knew. Oh my God, Hood knew. I heard Hood and Gunner. Even Gunner knew what was happening.”
Shame nods, telling me that my observations are correct and that I’m the last to know the breaking truth. Of course I am, I’m just the widow of the said dead man.
“Honey, this is going to hurt you. I need you to look at me and tell me you can handle this.”
“No, Shame. I cannot ‘handle this’. You can talk and I will attempt to listen, but I am in no means ‘handling this.’” 
Both his hands move to my face, wiping my cheeks and nose clean. I feel his hands and arms shaking and it doesn’t help my nerves. My stomach is turning and I can’t register what he’s telling me as I lean into my bedroom trash can and expel all the contents within my stomach. 
“Fuck! Knew this was going to be hard on you, buddy. There was no good way to tell you, so we decided after we found him to just bring him here so you could see him with your own eyes.”
“We? Who the fuck is ‘we’, Shame? Do you know what that man means to me? Oh God, Shame, he’s everything to me. I want to go out there. I want to keep seeing him while my eyes are open. If this isn’t a dream, then you have to let me do that.”
“I can’t. You’re going to listen. You need to hear this. This doesn’t mean that everything is simply ‘okay’ again. Hem being alive, it has caused some unfortunate complications.”
“No, I can’t do this without him, please. I won’t hear what you’re saying until I see him. Please, Shame, for me. I need to see him now.”
Shame is pissed, albeit he has a right to be, but this is something that I can only go through with Hem. I can’t get up on my own, Shame is helping me to my feet and is accepting that I need to see Hem while he talks to me. 
We make our way back out to Shame’s living room; Hem is sitting on the couch with this head hung and his elbows are on his knees with this hands in his hair, studying his boots, and even though he hears Shame and I come into the room, he remains still.
“Where’s Ace?” I want to know where my ‘friend’ went. 
I haven’t had time to process much, but I realize now that even though Ace knew about all of this, it never stopped him from trying to make me his, again and again, body and soul. I reach the outer realms of lividity and have nowhere to aim or target.
“Gone, back to California with that fuckin’ witch of his.” That’s all Hem says. He never chances a look at me, still contemplating the floor. 
“Well, shit! I didn’t get to kiss him goodbye.” 
Wow! Where the hell did that come from? I’m pissed, but that was wrong. Shame tenses and glares at me like I’ve lost my ever-lovin’ mind. He’s right…someone better talk my ass down. This is fucked up. Where the hell is Mace?
“Sadey, sit. Sit with me.” 
Shame has positioned himself on the recliner where Ace had found himself not just fifteen minutes before my life detonated after lighting the fuse, then stepping back to watch it explode. 
I walk to Shame and, as I do, I hear a gruff sound from Hem. I don’t look at him. I just go to Shame and sit beside him, nestled to this side of the chair.
As Shame starts to talk, Hem still says nothing. I can hear Shame in my ear, but my eyes won’t leave my husband. My husband; the one I buried. 
“I know you’re shocked, pissed, upset, and confused, so I’m going to tell you what I know. Hem knows more than anyone, but I want to stay here awhile and get some shit out. Then I can go, if you want, and leave you two to talk, okay?”
Still not taking my eyes from a very shattered looking Hem, I just nod. I can feel Shame beside me, pulling me closer. He’s trying to get me to focus on his words.
“Hood found Hem that night, you knew this. Before I got there, Warren had already beaten Hem. It wasn’t good, sweetie. He was taking his time on Hem, thinking he had time to punish him in spades. He had years of anger to work out on him. Hood had told me Hem was already dead once I finally got there. I never questioned how Hood had known what was going down that night. I just wanted to kill Warren thinking he had killed my best friend. I assumed I just got there too late. Turns out that Risk had heard the entire phone conversation between Hem and Warren the day before. They interceded only after Hem had already been there awhile.”
Hem is still sitting motionless not ten feet from where I sit with Shame. He won’t raise his head to make eye contact, but I’m still staring at him, waiting for him to vanish. I’m staring so hard I can make out segments of grey hair at his temple and crown, which oddly, I never noticed until now.
“Gunner, Honor, and Raider let me finish Warren off. They knew I needed that. Hood told them all that Hem was dead and Raider saw Hem lying on that concrete floor, beaten and bloodied. There was never a reason to question it. Are you following me, Sadey? Are you listening? He was never dead.”
I nod again so he knows he can continue. 
He sighs and holds me closer to him. “After I was finished with Warren, Hood told us to go ahead and go. He knew the Angel members lingering around and insisted that we were without blame and that no retribution would be headed our way. They all knew what Warren had allowed to happen to Cherry, Mace, and now Hem. This wasn’t about any club rivalry war. This was family and it was personal. So, we all headed out and trusted Hood would handle the mess we left behind. Here’s where it gets cloudy, so I need you to listen to me without getting upset again.”
Finally, I take my eyes off Hem, who still hasn’t looked at me, remaining still in thought. When my eyes reach Shame’s, I see relief that I’m still with him. He bends down into me and kisses my temple and whispers softly, “I’m proud of you, buddy. You’re strong. You’ve got this.”
He guides my head onto his chest, holding me like father would hold an injured child. He sighs heavily and continues. “What we didn’t know, what was kept from all of us, was that before Warren went after Hem, he hired someone to maim and torture everyone Hem loved in the event that Hem lived and he died that night. He even put the contract out on Mace, the only person in his life he considered his. Hem knew all of this and that’s why he went there in surrender, without fuckin’ backup.” Shame snarls in Hem’s direction with the last sentence. 
“After Hem was seen for his injuries in town by that crazy fuckin’ doctor we pay to keep his mouth shut, Hood contacted Ace in California. He wanted a place for Hem to go and lay low until he figured out who had been hired and if there was any threat still waiting around here. It wasn’t ideal, as you can imagine, but Hem didn’t have any choice but to go. Warren dead, – contractor for hire in play.”
Ace had already gotten me to this part of the story. I’ve had a few minutes to process that. “So you’re telling me that even though Warren is dead, they are still coming for me and my son?”
“Our son.” Hem raises his head for the first time since he let me go and looks directly at me. “I want to meet our son. Where is he?” 
He wants to meet our son. My dead and buried husband wants to me our son. How quaint.
I’m about to drive a nail into his heart and I know it hurts, but I can’t stop. “Are you staying? Cause if you’re not staying I would just rather not. If you’re going to pretend to play dead again, let’s pass on the ‘daddy cares’ play. He’s used to you being a ghost. He’s just a little boy.” 
“Sadey girl, please…”
Hell no!
“I don’t want to hear your voice right now. I want to hear more of this story. You went to Ace, to California, never contacting me. You let me grieve for you, Hem, for seven fucking months. So, please let Shame finish this happy fairytale type story.”
Hem glares at me. He’s pissed. It is the first real emotion, other than relief, he’s shown me since he walked out of the graveyard yesterday and into this house today. 
Shame is quiet. He’s letting me have my say with Hem. I’m sure he’s just as pissed, but mostly he’s probably more thankful of what he found in California. “Don’t make this harder, Sadey. This is a shit situation already. Don’t make it any harder.”
“Harder on who, Shame? I mean, apparently every one of you knew this was happening. I was drowning in my own tears for months, and no-one stepped up and told me, “Hey, dumbass, you’re talking to an empty grave”. Shit, Shame, I spent so much time there I got to know the other mourners. Do you understand what sitting at a bench talking to the love of your life, who you think is buried six feet under, does to a person?” 
I’m starting to come un-fucking-done here. The self-proclaimed infamous ‘wrath of Mace’ has nothing on me right now.
“I would say ‘hello’ to every grave marker on my way in, feeling the loss for those families on top of dealing with my own. That’s a lot to handle for a normal person, Shame, but for me? It’s done nothing but instill lunacy. God, what the hell did Lynda think of me as she sat with me during all those conversations I was having with her son’s tombstone? Wait, Lynda is really dead, right? Or is she out getting coffee, ‘cause I need to have her pick up some cream. I’m out.”
“Sugar, I would have stayed with you if I could have.” 
“I would have stayed with you if I could have.”
“No, no, no, no! Hem, you’ve made me this fucked up, crazy, and irrational person. I’ve heard you say that to me so many times in my sleep. Just stop. Please, just go. I need some time away from this, away from us. I need Mace.” 
I start to break down. Not from sadness or shock, but because I’m fuckin’ pissed off at every single person I know. They all kept this from me for who knows how long. These are my people, my family. They were supposed to love me and protect me from this kind of hurt.
Shame moves me, gets up, and puts me back in the chair so I’m sitting there alone, as if I’m waiting in timeout for my unruly behavior. 
“Hem, it’s time brother. Let’s go. She needs space. You knew this might happen.”
“Yeah, Hem, you better go. Nothing to see here, just us living and breathing kind of people.” 
I’m being juvenile, but it’s the only reaction that I have within myself that doesn’t hurt like hell. By the look on his face I know I’ve fucked him up again. To be honest, I’m glad for that. He has no idea what his loss has put me through, mourning over him…not to mention what I’ve put everyone else through because of it. This is all past ridiculous. 
Hem looks at me and he’s so far past pissed. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him look at me this way, not even when we were children. “I want to meet my son, Sadey. I’ve waited so long. I’ve been away to keep him safe, to keep you safe. I want to see my son.”
“Your son? He hasn’t been your son since he was born. He’s been categorized as a fatherless child, Hem. Hell, maybe he’s not even your son. Everything else is so not fuckin’ real, maybe Patrick being your son isn’t real either.”
Hem stands and starts towards me, his finger pointed. “Sadey, shut the fuck up. Shut your mouth. You do not get to take this away from me after everything I’ve been through also. Do not talk to me like that, I will blister...” 
Oh hell to the no.

I’m screaming, I’m shaking, and I’m showing the secret side of crazy that I’ve kept guarded from the world, but I Do… Not… Care. I stand as he did, accepting his challenge. 
“Don’t you finish that thought, Patrick Collins. My ass is no longer yours to touch, and I mean that. Get out of here now! Go! I have no interest in looking at a dead man right now.” 
Shame walks to Hem and stands with his back to me, blocking my line of sight from Hem. They have a silent conversation and then Hem starts to move away. Shame opens the door for him, and after the walking dead departs, Shame comes and leans into me, wrapping his arm around my shoulders and pulling me close to him. “You’ve got it in you. You’re a fighter. You’ll come out of this. I’m counting on it. I’m going to send Mace here in a bit. Don’t be pissed at her. She’s going through this the same as you are. She learned all of this today.”
Before they pull out of the driveway I look out the window. I need a final reality check. This is all real. Hem is home, but in reality I’m unsure where his home is anymore.



Chapter Fourteen
 
“Often a man wishes to be alone and a girl wishes to be alone and if they love each other they are jealous of that in each other, but I can truly say we never felt that. We could feel alone when we were together, alone against the others. But we were never lonely and never afraid when we were together.”
--Ernest Hemingway
-HEM-
 
“Brother, give her time. Sadey has gotten stronger and she will come around to this, but you can’t go halfcocked into her and scare her more with your overbearing and hurt ego. You’re going to have to trust me on this.”
Right. I know he’s right, but fuck I’ve missed my girl. The last seven months have nearly killed my soul. I’ve loved her in every measure of her life for the past seventeen years and I’ve never been away from her for more than a month during that time, so seven months has made me crazy for her company. 
I didn’t even get to see my boy. He doesn’t know me, just Shame. Fuck, he knows Ace and he doesn’t know me. This is all kinds of fucked. I’ve hurt them both. I have a lot of time to make up for and she has about twenty-four hours to come to realize I need her right now. Fuck, I need her to help me through this. Does that make me a selfish prick? Yep, but I love that woman and she’s still mine. 
Shame is worried I’m going to cross some imaginary line with my wife. He’s taking this far better than I could have ever hoped, so he’s earned some credit and I’ll follow his lead. 
“I get it, man. Stop explaining shit I already know. Get me back to Mace. All these years my crazy-ass sister has said I was her glue. I never got it. I never wanted to understand how that crazy woman’s head worked. This may make me a pussy, but God damn it, inside I’m nothing but a mess of broken glass and I need my glue.” It’s about to be a long fuckin’ day. 
“You stayin’ at Peril, right? Don’t think it’s such a great idea for you to expect Sadey to just let you stay with her right away.”
“Yes, dumbass, I am stayin’ at the club. The Brothers may not appreciate me right now, but there is nowhere else I want to be while I work through this shit. We need to find that crazy fucker who is targeting everyone around me.”
“Relax. Don’t blow out. Honor has Sadey. I don’t think she knows that, so don’t go and spin her up. He’s watching her during his waking hours and when he can’t, I’ve got Gunner on her. Mace and Ryder spend most of the time at the club, unless I’m with them. Thank fuck Mace hasn’t bitched about that. I would like to believe she’s letting up on her mental torment of me since Ryder got here, but since you’re back, I’m betting that’s the only reason she’s allowing me to boss her today.”
God, I’ve missed home.


I wasn’t sure of the welcome I would receive once I found myself back at the club. Apparently Shame has warned every one of my return, because the fuckin’ place is empty. Not a single brother or even a club leach in sight. Shame and I talked a lot on the way back from California so he knows my plan to just lay low, find the fucker who is threatening my girls, and get Sadey to forgive me for leaving her without an explanation. Quite the damn to-do list I have, but it can be done. 
“If you want, take your shit to your room. I will be down here waitin’. We need to have a drink before my woman gets here. Since Ryder arrived, I’m no longer supposed to act like I did before he came, so I want that quick drink before she catches me at it and takes it away.”
I nod at his request. Jesus, those two have not changed a-fuckin’-bit. I’m thankful for the familiarity, however small. I know my sister is around here somewhere, and if she gets to him first and finds him drinking, it would only be another reason to be pissed off at me. 
My old room is unrecognizable. All of my shit is gone. I’ve been erased. Although I know it isn’t his fault, I’m half-ass hurt that Shame would have just taken my belongings out like trash. 
Looks like I’m starting over again; like I’m just eighteen years old and Doc has given me a place to lay my head. “Can you believe this shit, Doc? It’s all your fault man and you aren’t even here to enjoy it. Fuck, I wish you were here to help me out now, though.”
“Hem? You’re back? I thought I heard you talking to yourself. Why are you here and not with Sadey?” 
Oh God, my sister can be blind to heartache. Shame and I protected her from it all her life, and other than what the psycho twins Greyson and Warren put her through, she hasn’t experienced what hurting someone you love deeply can do. 
“She doesn’t want me right now, sister. It’s taking everything in me right now not to pull at that thread, so drop it… for me, okay?”
“Well, uh, I don’t want to be the messenger of bad news, but you know she’s coming here tonight, right? Her mom caught wind of a rumor that you’re back and Sadey just called me pissed as hell and that Patrick is spending some time with Grandma and Pappy.”
“What the fuck? I want to see my son, damn it!” 
Damn! People do not realize I’ve spent nearly three months longing to meet my boy. All I got was short and clipped updates, and small, bullshit camera phone snapshots from Hood, telling me he was doing great. I would like to see the ‘great’ up close and personal.
“Hem, shut up. You will see him. Peyton and Derek leave tomorrow. They are moving to some ranch in Montana, so they are coming to say goodbye real quick and Sade wants to be here for that.”
“I need a drink. Jesus, do I need a fuckin’ drink.” 
I remember Peyton, pretty little thing. I would be sad she’s leaving if I didn’t have all this other shit to deal with. One detail I remember of that girl, that bitch doesn’t sit still. Unsure there’s enough liquor up in here to get me as fucked up as I need to be to deal with her bouncy shit tonight.
Mace has forgiven me, I think. I don’t know if it’s because I’m her brother and she’s happy to have at least a portion of her family back or if it’s because Shame has threatened to cut her off if she didn’t back the fuck off me for the time being. Shame and I talked on our way back here, Gunner and Honor as well, but since Mace is now a mother, she’s scaring the shit out of me with her new and improved positive attitude. 
I leave what little stuff I have in my empty room and we make our way back downstairs. Both Gunner and Honor are here sitting at the bar with Shame and right away Mace goes at him just as he said she would. 
“Shame, is that what you should be drinking when we have a small child? Do you want him learning that?” 
Holy hell, scratch the improved positive attitude. I’m just lucky she’s not directing her crazy shit at me. That’s only for Shame now. Poor fucker.
“Wench, I’m having a drink. I may have ten. You see what kind of day I’m having here, right? Shut the hell up. Stop all your fuckin’ nagging. Jesus, I love you, babe, but just walk away for about an hour.” 
She walks toward him as if she would be able to hurt him at all, physically or emotionally. Even after our time together the last two days, he’s still pretty fucked up about it, so good luck standing a chance to hurt to him any deeper, sis.
Before my sister has an opportunity to start yappin’ off at the mouth, he grabs her and pulls her to him. She’s my kid sister, so I can’t really stomach to watch this, but I’m happy to witness him envelope her ranting lips with his own. It shuts her the hell up for the time being, thank fuck. 
Once he lets her go she shocks the hell out of a room full of men by spouting off again at him. “You kiss me like that after just one beer, baby please have a few more and I will take Ryder to Mrs. Lyons with Patrick and we will have a private party… well, you know, if you’re up to it, old man.” 
The room erupts in laughter and Shame leans into her and turns her around, wrapping his hands around her waist. He whispers something into her ear and it has her blushing. Everything here is like I never had to leave. Then I hear more ruckus at the door, more guests are here for the party… and my girl, too.



Chapter Fifteen
 
“I don’t. I don’t want anybody else to touch you. I’m silly. I get furious if they touch you.” 
--Ernest Hemingway
 
I’ve been ignored for the last hour. Sadey won’t look at me, won’t listen to me, and she sure as hell won’t let me touch her. Hell, I may as well still be dead. I’ve had a few drinks, but I don’t even feel ‘em. Everyone knows I love my whiskey, but right now I only thirst for the feeling or taste of my girl. 
“Peyton, finally!” 
I hear Sadey greet her friend along with most of the brothers, and Mace as she leaves me sitting in my chair to go greet her. Peyton is young and she’s a cute little shit. Derek though, a fuckin’ real live cowboy in a biker club, looks completely out of place and nervous. The scene would be hilarious if my heart didn’t hurt as it does right now. 
Sadey can’t stop hugging her. Finally, though, Peyton’s eyes meet mine. She freezes in my girls grasp and gasps. Guess Sadey wasn’t exactly the last to know of my change of living address, from grave marker to club. 
“Sadey … is that … oh, God ... you didn’t tell me. Sadey?” 
“Oh shit, honey, I didn’t. It must have slipped my mind.” 
Sadey has Peyton in a side arm hug and they are coming right towards me, so I need to stand up to wish her safe a trip and say goodbye. After that, I’m going to my room for the night to end this miserable state of loneliness. It hurts watching how much Sadey’s life has moved forward without me being any part of it.
Mace walks toward us. She’s lit with alcohol, and since she chose not to nurse Ryder, she’s taken a liking to vodka for the night, causing her stumble a bit. 
“Peyton, you remember my brother, Hem?”
Peyton doesn’t know what to say, but she gives it her best shot. Sweet girl. Not so good with words, though, other than spelling them out loud as I recollect another trait of hers. 
“Yes, I remember, but I thought ... I thought ... didn’t he … I mean…” I smile at her to help ease her worry. She sure as shit wasn’t expecting to see my mug looking at her when she walked in. 
Sadey jumps to aid her process in thought … and fails … miserably. “You thought he was dead? Yes, well, me too. Welcome to the club. Your membership card is in the mail.” 
Sadey turns to me and glares before she continues her tirade and I feel the kicker even before delivery. 
“In all my life I’ve had things; I’ve had a dog, I’ve had a cat, a rabbit, and even a bird, when I was growing up, but never did have a walking corpse.”
That’s it. I’m done with this fuckin’ play. 
“Fuck it, Sadey.” That’s all I say before rushing her, grabbing her by the back of the legs, and throwing her over my shoulder. “We are going to sort this shit out now, woman.” 
She’s screaming bloody murder and pounding my back so damn hard that I think I feel a kidney shift, but no one says a single word to me as I walk past the commons into the mouth of the hall. No one, that is, except big brother Shame.
“Easy with her, Hem. You don’t know what the fuck you’re doing and you are, once again, not thinking. She needs time to process all this shit raining down around her. Easy, man.”
“Fuck ‘easy’. My girl doesn’t respond to ‘easy’. I’ve been back a day and she won’t even look at me, Shame. The train to ‘easy’ left the station hours ago. She wants reminding of how much I love her, then damn it, she’s about to fuckin’ get the invite.” 
I would stay here and argue with him, but she’s beatin’ my back blue. No one else in this room moves. They’ve seen this show between her and me before.
Once I get her upstairs, I honestly don’t know what the fuck I’m supposed to do with her. She calmed a bit on the way up; probably afraid in my broken form I would’ve dropped her if she kept squirming. I have to say I’ve lost some mass, but being away from her broke me. I’ve lived my life in solitary, lost in a bottle.
After I lock the door, I stand in front of it with my arms crossed, hoping she’s not going to challenge me, too much. 
“Hem, move. I’m not staying in here with you. Move your ass away from the door. Your big head is blocking my way.” 
I don’t say anything to her. Since I’ve been home this is the first moment alone we’ve had together. She was understandably freaked-out when she first saw me, but that didn’t last long, and she went straight to pissed. I haven’t gotten to really look at her like I want to look at her. She’s so beautiful, even when she’s about to bust on my ass.
“Hem, is your hearing not back from the grave yet? I said move, now move dammit. I don’t want to be near you.” 
Her shell of contempt for me on her face is starting to break. She doesn’t know what she wants and it hurts knowing my role in making her feel this way. She’s insecure and is second guessing everything before she says it. Even as a kid, Sadey never thought before she spoke, but she’s hesitating now.
She walks towards me with uncertain purpose and reaches behind me for the door. She wants out of my presence. Well, I’m done hesitating, waiting, and allowing her to live alone in her own head. 
“Sadey Girl, just wait. Give me a few minutes to talk, would ya?”
“Talk? You want to talk? About what? What is there to...?” 
Goddamn, the woman just needs to shut up.
My hands make it to her waist and her initial reaction is to struggle from my hold. My grip on her tightens; holding her back into my front, both my arms are wrapped around her middle, trying to hold her still while she continues to reach for the door handle. 
Feeling her body pressed against mine and smelling her strawberry-vanilla scent under my nose; my body can’t help but react to her and I want my release, need my release…she is my release. I need her right now, not only physically, but I need to know she’s still mine. I don’t want to think about any another man that may have had her in my absence. The thought scares the fuck out of me, but for my own sanity, I have to know. 
“Sadey, did you fuck him? Ace, I mean…did you sleep with him?” She doesn’t answer; she’s stopped with her struggling motions. “Sugar, tell me. You let him inside you?”
My forehead rests against the back of her head as she stands under me, my face lost in her strands of auburn. I’m waiting for the inevitable bomb she’s going to drop on us. Closing my eyes, leaning down towards her shoulders, I can do nothing but wait for the explosion. Hell, I can even hear it whistle as I feel my stomach also falling.
“He loves me, Hem. Did you know that? He is in love with me. He was here. He came back for me. I wanted you, but he was here. He took you away, helped hide you, or whatever, but, knew what he was doing. Even then, he still came back for me, asking me to love him. 
“Ironic really, because I swear to you on all that we had, I would have slept with Lucifer to bring you home to me again. There were times, Hem, I tried to negotiate deals with the devil, offering to sell my soul to have you back for just one afternoon, if only so you could calm me and tell me I would be okay. I’m a mother, Hem. What kind of mother would think of such things, no matter if it were possible or not?”
She looks down to the floor, avoiding my eyes. 
“Here you are now and… I don’t know what to do with this. You’ve always been the person to help see me through the rough patches. Now that you
are my rough patch, you can’t help me.”
Jesus Christ, she is breaking my heart as my chest feels like it might burst. My Sadey girl, I’ve ruined her. 
I move her hair from the inside of her neck and bring it to her back, gripping it and pulling her head up towards mine. Her pale skin is warm to the touch. I know she’s feeling what I’m feeling. She still loves me, even if she won’t openly admit it. She’s falling apart in my arms, ready to break down into heavy sobs. I’m at a total loss with no idea how to save us from this. 
She starts to cry. I can feel her tremble under my arm still gripping her waist. 
“I love you. I promise you I never stopped, Sade. My heart has been with you this entire fuckin’ time, and I swear to you, I feel it beatin’ inside me again. I get close to you and I finally feel alive again, I’m no longer dead when you look at me. I’m right here.” 
She turns around in my arms, grasping my face in her small hands. She is staring through my eyes with such intensity, I feel her touch my soul; her light, my darkness; in a battle for parity.
“I don’t know if I can do this, Hem. You weren’t here. You didn’t see how…” 
“Let me have you, Sadey girl. I will make you remember us again. Let me have this.” 
My nose is buried in her neck and I’m using my tongue as a means to navigate her to where I want her to go. I want to light her up and let her be lost in the fire of our lighthouse. She’s unmoving, but she lets me explore her body, the harbor that I’m so desperate for during this time of uncertainty.
I push her towards my bed while lifting her shirt up, exposing her to me, letting me feel her body. Her full breasts sit in my hands as my own body ignites. I turn to her and sit on the bed; she’s standing in front of me between my legs. 
As I look up at her, I feel the tears that are falling across my temples. I don’t reign them in because this just hurts. My arms wrap around her waist, embracing her tightly. She’s holding my head into her body, letting me hear her heart beat.
Before I can offer her a choice to stay or go, she reaches to my face again with her hands and cups my cheeks. Looking down on me she whispers so softly, yet impossible that I cannot hear every heartbreaking word. 
She’s not talking directly to me. She’s talking about me as if I were still gone. “I don’t want to hurt anymore. Everything is so dark and I can’t breathe without you. Why did you leave me? I can’t see through this, Hem. I don’t know what’s real.” These words sound tiresome and rehearsed. I know she’s said them before.
“Sadey Girl, I’m here. I’m right here. God, I’m sorry, baby. I’m so fuckin’ sorry. C’mere, into me.”
Without hesitation she climbs on top of me and sits straddling herself in my lap. Fuck, I’ve missed having her so close to me. I grab her waist, knowing I’ve trapped her in my embrace. She’s gripping my shoulders as she stirs slowly on top of me. She can feel my response to her motions underneath and she’s playing on it.
Her hands are exploring my body as she starts touching my neck, face, back, and chest. I don’t know what is going on in her head, but I’m not going to question her aloud. Maybe she’s taking inventory of my body, locking down a mental picture into her memory.
“Hem, I need you to be real. I’m scared I’ll wake up from this. I’m so fuckin’ scared that my mind is bringing me through the loss by creating this. That’s what’s been happening to me, ya know? I used to hear you. I would plead for you to come to me in my sleep. I don’t know about tomorrow, Hem, but tonight I want you to make love to me like you never left. I want you to make me the same girl I was, before…”
I stand up with her in my arms and she wraps her legs tight around my waist. I sit her on top of my now empty dresser and I catch the light from outside as it hits her eyes. It’s taking every ounce of control that I have to take this slow. Being without her has been unbearable. I want her to feel the loss I have also suffered while I was gone and then I want to take the loss she felt away from her, completely. 
She’s unbuttoning my jeans and before I can take a moment to enjoy the vision of her in front of me, she’s so turned on she is ripping at my shirt to get it off. I help her by pulling it over my head. She’s scratching viciously trying to pull me closer to her and she’s biting my chest, trying to satisfy her hunger. 
“Sugar, relax, I’m right here.” 
She’s ignoring my plea as she continues her assault on my body. I’m not against strong arming the situation, but I want her to own this and take control. I can see, after our brief talk, she hasn’t felt in control of anything since I left, so this is hers to take.
Her hands make their way to mine and without hesitation she moves them to her breasts. I grip them hard and then pull her shirt over her head. Even before the shirt hits the floor she’s removing her bra. 
Her body is smaller than I ever remember and her piercings are all gone. Her breasts are heavy in my hands and I hate myself for forgetting how perfect they are. Giving birth and nursing hasn’t distorted her body. She’s breathtaking. When I start to pull her right breast into my mouth she shocks me with her words.
“No one … there’s been no one since you left. I swear it.” 
She gets up and after she removes her jeans I deliver a swift hand to her ass, reminding her that I’m here and it’s me. She turns to me and gives me her smile. I can see my girl in there, beyond all the grief.
Climbing on top of her to have my way is an exploit we are both familiar with. I never held back before and I won’t now. I take her hands in mine, pulling them over her head and pinning her down where I can look at her, into her. 
Her green eyes are laced with lust and I can feel myself pulsing just outside her welcoming entrance. I’m waiting for her to tell me it’s alright, that I can have her. I don’t want to ruin the moment we have here, or scare her away, so I take it to a whisper. 
“You’re mine still, aren’t you? You love me, Sadey. Tell me that, tell me you love me.”
“Hem, please stop talking.”
“I need to hear you say it for me, that you still love me. I’m not asking for you to forgive me, until you understand it all, but fuck, baby, tell me you’re still mine and that you love me.”
“I love you. My whole life I’ve loved you, Hem.” 
She’s starting to cry. I feel her shuddering underneath me and I know she’s about to lose her composure. She’s not lying to me, my girl still loves me.
Anxiously, she pulls me into her, wrapping her legs around my waist. She has grasped my body into her with one rough pull and I’m inside her. 
“You’re so fuckin’ tight, Jesus, baby, you feel so good.”
“Fuck me, Hem. Take us away from here.” 
Sadey doesn’t talk like this. I don’t remember her ever being so direct, unless it was towards Mace or her mother. All her life she’s watched what she said in front of me, and since I’ve come back, she’s done nothing but use words to hurt me.
“Sadey, no, I can’t fuck you right now. Just let me feel you again for a few minutes. Stay still. I’ve missed you, all of you.” 
“No.” 
She’s being selfish and she’s taking what she wants. She starts to move while finding her own sweet spot inside of her as she rides my cock from the bottom. She only has to squeeze me once and I struggle to maintain control. 
I move in and out of her for as long as I can, but holy fuck, she’s sending electric currents through me and I can’t hold back. 
Being a man, I don’t want to leave her unsatisfied, but I know my time is closing in, even though we’ve only just started. 
I stop moving inside her momentarily, giving us both time to come down for a moment. As I reach to her core I feel her moisture. Once I find her swollen clit, I rub it, using the same motion as my hips do, driving into her again. She shudders under me as she squeezes, trying to trap me inside her. 
“Feel me, baby? I’m here with you. You remember this?”
Audibly she says nothing. She doesn’t need to. She answers with her hips at a faster pace and when I feel her about to unleash, I take her nipple into my mouth, drawing it hard, and flick my tongue against its pebble, continuing my fingers’ assault on her clit as I pump furiously into her. 
“Hem, please… God, Hem, don’t stop.”
She’s always been a little bossy in bed, which I hadn’t missed…much. 
“Baby, give it to me. Let me feel you explode from inside. You’re so fuckin’ tight baby. You’ve been waitin’ for this. Do ... Not … Hold … Back … I’ve got you.”
With my words, she does my will exactly. She’s taking everything I have to give her and holding nothing back. My girl.
After feeling her gushing onto me, I can’t sustain. I’m still inside her as I enjoy my own release, I’m filling her again. For the first time in many months, in forever, I’m allowed to feel this with her again. 
Neither of say anything for a while. The anger is gone, but the pain still surrounds us. It’s not a smart decision, but I want her to stay with me. It’s my first night back here officially and I want to mark it as ours.
“Stay with me here tonight and take me to meet my son in the morning?” Most likely a mood killer, but being this close to her, smelling and touching her, makes me long for the way we were before I left.
“Okay, as long as you’re ready.” 
“Tell me about him.”
“You’re going to see him tomorrow. I don’t need to tell you anything.” She rolls her eyes at me and starts to get up and put her shirt on. 
“No, don’t go. Please. Tell me something about him. I want to hear about him, from you, in your words.”
She is looking at me in contemplation, struggling internally about if she should stay with me tonight or leave and not risk her surrendering her heart or sanity again.
“That’s crazy, but alright.” I sigh in defeat, but relieved that she’s staying. 
“Okay. He eats like a horse. He will bully you into giving him more than his share of anything. He doesn’t like baths. He loves Shame. Remind you of anyone?” 
I hear the enthusiasm in her voice as she talks about the love my son already has for our family. “I mean no other person, Hem, including me, can get him to stop crying, but Shame puts his hands on him and the fight is over. You should also know that Shame nicknamed him ‘CJ’.”
“Why would he nickname my boy at all? He needs a road name, something tough and strong, not ‘CJ’.”
“CJ, translated for you, is ‘Caveman Junior’.”
“Thus a road name is born.” My smile is wide and proud.
Even though I enjoy hearing her go on and on about my son, it’s her voice that relaxes me. She sounds happy and she’s animated when she tells me stories of our child. I’ve wanted more than anything to hear her like this. This is my light.
“Thank you.” I’m thankful for so much. Being here with her now is more than I could have ever wished would happen. 
“For what, Hem, letting you meet your son? You’re his dad. Why would you thank me for that?” 
“For still trusting me enough to give me what I need. I needed to feel you and be with you again. I don’t know where I fit anymore, so thank you.”
“I love you, but to any further extent, I don’t trust you. I’m sorry, but I can’t right now.” 
“Sadey, you can trust my love for you”
Since taking her body as mine for the first time all those many months ago in her bed, I’m at a loss for words. There will never be anyone that loves me more than she does. No other person in my life, including Mace and the Club brothers, have ever loved me the way she does; without conditions or request. I’m counting on her love for me not to fail us, but rather to see us through this darkness. 



Chapter Sixteen
 
“It is good to have an end to journey toward; but it is the journey that matters, in the end.” 
--Ernest Hemingway
 
-SADEY-
Hem is meeting his son today. I’m a nervous wreck about it. So many emotions have erupted within me and not in the way I thought they would during my time of prayer for his return. My wishes were that he would come back and our lives would just magically pick up where they left off the night he left me in our bed after watching me sleep and talking to me in dreams. He had held me for hours, telling me how much he loved me, what a great mother I was going to be. I trusted him explicitly, never once giving a thought that it might be the last night he would spend in our bed before leaving and never coming back.
My parents have decided that they forgive him so easily. Telling them he was home was therapeutic, because since all this started, I had been the last to know. I got to say it out loud to other live people that Hem has come home. I didn’t tell them any details, other than they need to trust me enough to know what’s good for Patrick and me. 
Touching him last night didn’t feel real to me. Not until this morning when I awoke inside his embrace did I finally allow myself to admit he’s home. Neither of us knows where his home really is right now. He’s agreed to stay at the club so that we can figure all this out without constantly worrying of forcing ourselves to fit together again. Things have changed between us. Asking to go back to the couple we were is asking for the impossible. 
Patrick is in the backseat sleeping on our drive home. He has no idea how monumental this moment is to our family. Hem explained to me that all he has gotten for the three months Patrick has been here are pictures taken in secret by Hood, delivered to his burn-phones. He told me he’s lived off those and any other details that Hood could get to him without putting everyone here in danger. 
Walking into my house, I see Hem sitting up in the recliner, sleeping. He didn’t sleep last night. I know this only because every time I moved in the night, he grasped onto me so tight that I had to fight for breath before he realized what he was doing and let up. 
“Honor, you can go. We’re good here.” 
Poor, sweet Honor has been following me everywhere I go, daily. Shame likes to believe I’m still an oblivious, mourning idiot, walking around clueless, but I know when I’m being tailed. 
Finally, this morning before I left a stressed out Hem at the Club, I told Honor I knew he was the one following me. His sweetly, southern gentleman’s mannerisms wouldn’t argue with me, but I could see he thought he was going to be in trouble for being found out. 
“Hem gonna be around the rest of the day? I’m not supposed to leave you without checking in with Shame. He will have my ass if you’re left alone.”
“I’m fine. If something happens I have your number. Now put Patrick down and go before you wake him up. Patrick and Hem sleep like the dead, but waking them before they are ready is a mistake in any county.”
“Alright, take care, Sade. Call me if you need me.”
Closing and locking the door behind me, I make my way to Hem. He sleeps in peace. He looks so much younger when he’s resting without worry. I don’t want to delay him from meeting his son. However, I want him to rest and be ready for the shock. 
Tonight we are going to Peril and Shame is going to have everyone there. Everyone wants to see Hem in the flesh, officially. Apparently, and as I figured, all of the members know about the contract Warren set up in the event of his own death. They have been briefed about Hem and why he came back. They know the danger lurking around us, waiting to strike. 
I’m so lost in thought about tonight, I don’t hear Hem stir beside me, until I hear his gasp as his hand goes to his mouth in a show of awe. He’s spotted Patrick, who by my estimations, has still about four minutes of sleep left in him. 
“That’s him. That’s my boy. I know his face.” Hem hasn’t taken his eyes off that car seat once since he awoke. 
“Yes, Hem. That’s most definitely your boy and if you would wait a few mi….” 
Oh, Jesus, never mind. No, he’s not going to wait even a few seconds because he’s already lifted his ass of the recliner and he’s tearing through Patrick’s blankets like its Christmas morning and his present has been waiting for him all month under the tree.
He picks a very tired baby up and cradles him in his large muscled arms, “God, Sadey, he’s beautiful.” 
I turn to start straightening the living room. I don’t think I can watch this unfold… too emotional for me. “The pictures Hood sent me, his eyes were never open. Sadey, those are my eyes, aren’t they?”
Wait, what? Hem has my son in his arms and Patrick’s eyes are wide open looking into his fathers for the first time. His sleep has been disturbed and he hasn’t eaten, his diaper is most likely a mess, but surprisingly, he’s not crying. If I didn’t see this for myself I wouldn’t believe it. He has to remember Hem’s voice from while I carried him, or maybe Hem looks familiar to him in some unexplained way. 
“He’s taken to you. Shame is the only man in his life that Patrick will be still for, but look at you with him. He’s quiet and content, now. I think maybe you should go put him in the bath right now, so you don’t get drunk with power thinking this is how he behaves all the time.”
“Sadey, shhh. Give me this moment, would you? Damn, woman.” 
He smiles at me and his face lights up for the first time I’ve seen since seeing him yesterday. Hem looks at me and looks back to Patrick, then does what every damn father does to torment the tired mother. He talks to me through my son, “Mama thinks she’s gonna ruin this with that mouth of hers runnin’ at us, doesn’t she? She thinks because she’s across the room right now I won’t set my beautiful boy down to whip her ass. CJ, talk to your mother and set her right. That will save me time today. Hook me up, son.”
“Patrick Collins! Do not talk to my son about spanking my ass. What is wrong with you? Good grief, he’s just an infant. I’m serious about that bath, too. Both of you could use one. Mace is bringing Ryder over in a bit for you to watch so she and Shame can get things ready for the party tonight. One whiff of either of you and she’s going to go nuts and you know very well she will probably blame it all on Shame.” 
I’m being ignored. Hem is lost in this moment of bliss with Patrick. He leans into Patrick’s head, takes a big whiff, and smiles ear to ear. 
“This is my boy, Sadey. I have a son.” His eyes are filled with tears. This is where Hem’s heart gives him away. He’s a gentle lover and he will be a doting father.
He puts Patrick down in his vibrating chair and turns it on. Once it starts to fully vibrate under him, Hem lifts his head and smirks at me. This is where Hem’s brain gives him away. He’s a pervert. Lord, I just know he’s thinking dirty thoughts about a child’s chair. That’s how Hem’s mind works. Mental images of sixteen years from now and how Hem will be with teaching our child his life lessons in women and love appear and it scares the shit out of me.
Patrick gives Hem about thirty seconds of quiet, then he starts to scream, just as his mother knew he would. I smile, knowing I don’t even have to say that I told him so. 
“He’s your boy now, Sadey. Jesus, is this kid for real? Damn it, he can cry. Fuck if that ain’t all you, baby.” 
I can’t help but start laughing out loud at his assessment. He’s known our son, apparently now accepted as CJ, for five full minutes, yet he’s pegged nearly every personality trait. They’ve already bonded.



Chapter Seventeen
 
“Don't you drink? I notice you speak slightingly of the bottle. I have drunk since I was fifteen and few things have given me more pleasure. When you work hard all day with your head and know you must work again the next day what else can change your ideas and make them run on a different plane like whisky? When you are cold and wet what else can warm you?”
-- Ernest Hemingway
 
Am I ready for this? No. Am I looking like I’m ready for this? Hell, yeah. Again, those I love know I’m all about the dress up. My makeup is done, to perfection I may add. In a short skirt, high heels, and low hung shirt, I’m set for having a great night with my extended family. My hair is pulled up, exposing my neck and as I look in the mirror, I remember feeling Hem there again. The man knows my body well. It responds to him.
Mace is on her way here after taking Patrick and Ryder to my mom and dad’s. They know what’s happening tonight and they also know I don’t want any worries with all these men drinking. Tonight we are all going to party and celebrate Hem’s return. 
Now that Hem has met his son and knows he can see him whenever he wishes, he’s not so demanding. I’m still in awe with how fast CJ took to Hem. One Hem in my life was overwhelming, but having two will most definitely make me continue to question my sanity. 
Hem and I have yet to define our relationship. We are still married, even though he’s been a legally dead man for seven months. I’ve never once considered him as anything else other than my husband. He’s not rushing me into making any decisions about what our future holds. I’m thankful for that because Hem never takes anything slow, but he’s leading me through this, just as he has led me through every other life changing event. 
“Are you ready for this?” Mace looks amazing. She never dresses up. She hates the fact that I make fun of her about it, but holy hell, she’s smokin’-hot tonight.
“It’s just a club party, Mace. We’ve gone to these before, right?”
“Don’t lie to me, Sadey. One look at you standing there in front of me and I can see something is up. You look amazing. You look happy.”
“I do look amazing.” I wink at her, but damn it, I do. Sex must do that to a woman. 
“Sadey, take a compliment, don’t add to it. Let’s go, Shame is waiting for me. My man has counted the days since we last danced together and, even though I didn’t listen to all his statistics, I know it’s been a very long time.”
“Don’t want to hear it, you and all your happy. I want that for you, but I also want it for me, too.”
She smiles at me, “Sweetie, your happy came home.”
As we make our way into the club, immediately my eyes go to Ace. He didn’t leave. I haven’t thought much about him since he came to my house the other day. He was talking in circles, but I was glad he came in attempt to smooth things. He can’t though. He loves me, but wasn’t honest about Hem staying with him in California or being married. 
“Ace is here?” I hear a bit of anger coming from Mace. She’s been his fan since Hem left, but now that he is home, I can see blood is thicker than water. I don’t have any siblings, but I feel the same protective instinct in regards to Shame and Mace. 
“Hem told me they left and took his woman back home. Damn, Mace, I don’t want to see her. She hates me and she doesn’t even know me.”
Mace moves her fingers in an up and down motion signaling my body. “Looking like that, she will like you even less.” 
We round the common area saying ‘hi’ to all our friends. April and Honor are sitting on the couch, lip-locked. As sweet and courteous as Honor is, I would think he wouldn’t show so much affection in public, but he adores her and the world falls away when he’s with her. 
I spot all of our men, Ace among them. Hem is looking beyond pissed. Shame is just studying the look on Hem’s face and Ace is looking straight at me as I make my way to them. I’m going to guess that since Ace is still standing, Hem doesn’t know about everything Ace and I shared prior to his arrival home. 
“Sadey girl, you look…” Hem doesn’t know what to say. I like that… a lot. I told Mace I looked good.
“She looks beautiful, but she doesn’t need shoes, clothes, make up, or a curling iron for that.” 
Thank you, Gunner. Gunner smiles at me as Hem turns to him and scowls. My husband may have left the cave for seven months, but it left him not once. 
“Mace come here. I like the color of your lip gloss. I’m ready for a taste.” 
Shit, Shame, good grief. The man is entirely uncouth. Mace walks straight to him, though. He lays a big, wet one on her for all of us to view, then grabs her hand and starts to walk away, leaving an empty barstool in the middle between Hem and Ace. Right as he walks past me, he stops and bends into my ear and so quietly tells me what I already kinda knew, but hearing it from Shame is just an added pat on the back. “Told you that you were going to be okay. You get your shit together?” 
Hem is glaring at Shame as he’s leaned into me. Even Shame in my space can get him worked up. 
If Hem wants to watch a show, I’ll give him one. I grab Shame’s face in my hands, pulling his ear to me and I whisper quiet in a seductive show, “I’m workin’ on it. My shit has been all over the damn place for a long time, but I’m workin’ on it.” 
He looks at Hem who still can’t hear us, gives Hem a big, wide, white-toothed smile. Hem is glaring at Shame, readying himself to stand from the bar stool his ass currently is resting on.
Of course Shame blows Hem off, because Hem is in a good place and Shame won’t ruin that. “That’s what I want to hear, babe. Relax and just ‘be’ tonight. Got it?” 
“Got it. Go and dance with your girl. She told me you’ve been looking forward to it.” Mace is smiling at Shame and I as we banter. 
“Oh, Sweet Sadey, it’s not these dances I look forward to. It’s all about the private dance later that this leads up to. Those are what I wait for.” 
Jesus, Shame. He’s not mine. Don’t want him as mine, but hell, even that turns me on. Mace, I hate you in this moment for being such a lucky bitch.
I pull out and sit in Shame’s vacated seat at the bar; Hem to my right and Ace to my left. It’s tug of war and I’m the rope. How symbolic? Ace doesn’t say anything to me, though. He’s waiting to see if I’m going to let my fury fly and I’m not. I have too many more feelings to work through. I’ve been honest with Ace from the start that I’m not ready and until I’m ready to let Hem go, I don’t have enough to give him. Although, this was before I knew Hem was coming home. 
Hem pushes his stool back and, hearing the screech it makes on the floor, I glance up to him. He has his arms open. He’s asking me to come to him and sit on his lap. Hem never does passive-aggressive. This isn’t a play to piss Ace off by any means. He really believes I’m going to come to him, though, but I shake my head back and forth no, silently explaining that it’s not happening. 
“Another drink, Cricket. Whiskey, double. Get Sadey a drink before you serve anyone else. What are you drinking, sugar?”
“Water.”
“Water?”
“Yes, Hem, water. It comes from a bottle or a well under the ground… thirst quenching… helps with hydration. You follow me?” 
Cricket laughs on the other side of the bar. Hem hates to be the butt of a joke, but Cricket apparently hasn’t been around Hem long enough to catch that.
“Lose the sass. We are here tonight celebrating, even though I’m unsure why these people want to celebrate the fact I lost nearly seven months of my life, not to include losing you, and missing my son coming into the world. Regardless, woman, it’s a party and you look like that. Drink up and be merry.” 
He looks me up and down and stops at my neck. “You’re beautiful.”
“Thank you, Hem. I’m not ready to start throwing them back, yet. I make bad decisions with too much alcohol.”
“Bug, you make bad decisions when you’re straight sober, so drink up.” Ace finally speaks and his sarcasm is directed at me. He’s staring ahead as he says it and I don’t receive the courtesy of eye contact. I’ve dropped to the bottom of his list, quickly, our friendship be damned.
Hem moves to look at Ace over my shoulder. “Shut your shit down. Unless you’re looking for the ass whippin’ I’m itchin’ to give you, shut your shit down.” 
Ace says nothing after Hem’s direct statement. He just gets up and walks away.
Hem and I sit together, both looking at Cricket as he serves our drinks. Hem downs his in a quick pull, then takes my hand in his and stands up. I stop him from pulling me up since I already told him his lap was not going to be my chair.
“Dance with me?” 
What?
“You don’t dance. You never dance. Do you even know how?” Seriously, he’s shocking the hell out of me with this.
“I never did a lot of things with you that I should have. Dance with me, Sadey girl.”
I let him lead me to the dance floor. As if on cue, the music stops whatever god-awful country song that was just on. Then I hear the slow, seductive tone of the music that Hem played for me our first night together; the same song he played when he asked me to marry him. I thought I was getting stronger. I’m not.
Dropping his hands and pushing him away from me, I turn to leave. I need a few minutes before I continue my charade. Right now is not the time to reminisce about how perfect my life was before Hem’s death. 
I’m walking through the halls aimlessly, moving people out of my way so I can get through. Most folks are walking past me without holding eye contact. This tells me Hem is behind me, coming for me. I just need a few damn minutes. 
I turn to address him and with all my pent up feelings, I am ready to lead my verbal attack with a hurtful comment about how the dead can’t walk…that he’s a ghost, but as I turn and start opening my mouth, Hem already has a side door open and pushes me through it.
“Hem, stop. I’m not a damn doll.” Jesus, caveman.
“Shhh, don’t talk. Dressed like that, smelling like that… I can’t believe you can’t hear my thoughts about pulling that skirt to your waist and fucking you right here.” 
My stomach does a small flip, warming me inside. 
I stand here speechless as he closes the door and makes quick-like work on the locks. The room is completely dark and I have no idea what or whose room this is. Before I can continue my line of thought, Hem is on me and pushing me against the door, lifting my skirt. 
I stop his assault to my body for just a second. I need a breath, but he’s taking my mouth as if he hasn’t ever tasted me. “Wait, Hem, please.”
“Not now. Hike your legs, baby.” 
I can smell the alcohol on his breath at my neck as he’s working hard. My nipples are pebbled, pushing against my bra, as he positions my body how he wants me, causing friction. Jesus, maybe I am a damn doll.
I’m completely turned on after only a kiss. He owns me and he knows it. I do as I always do, and that is to comply with exactly what he says. He lifts me off the ground. His jeans are already unbuttoned and he’s entering me with deprivation. 
My wits have left me… all gone. I’m holding onto his shoulders as he fucks me against the door. 
I move my face from his neck and push him back slightly, halting his movements, “You want your naked girl? Take her to that naked bed.” 
He smiles against my lips and I feel him headily exhale. He knows he’s getting carried away, and although I certainly don’t mind being man-handled again by him, I want to enjoy this. Last night we were rushed. I want to feel him taking time on me.
“You want to ride me from the top this time or are you going to fuck me from the bottom again? Don’t give a flyin’ fuck either way, sugar. I just wanna be advised where you want me.”
“Shut up. Seven months, you asshole… before last night, I hadn’t been fucked in seven months.” 
Mood shift? Umm, yeah. Forgot he isn’t used to my out-of-character foul mouth that I developed while he was dead and buried. I really never used to be so direct and forceful, not until my life shattered. The threat of him had no longer lurked, but now it’s back. 
“Sadey, I don’t fuck you. Don’t use those words to me, with me, or about me when I’m about to have you. I don’t like them.”
Immediately I soften. “I’m sorry. I just…” before I finish my thought he walks me to the bed as I continue to hold him around the neck, and this time, I go in and kiss him hard, as form of apology.
With my skirt around my waist, he gives me a toss and I find myself flat on the bed. He’s lifting my shirt and then taking off my bra, dismissing them to the ground. He goes for my breast and sucks it roughly, forcing the gasp; an admission not of pain, but of pleasure. He feels familiar and I feel protected ... safe. 
“Pierce this again for me?”
I nod in response to his question. I miss my piercings for so many reasons.
“Soon, Sadey.” He flicks my nipple with his tongue, then pulls it slightly in his teeth.
“It’s not your decision, Hem. Now can you please shut up and fuck me? Or do I need to do it myself?” I cannot stop expelling word-vomit. Shit.
“You want me or you just want fucked? Anyone could do that. I don’t need to be here to watch. That’s your second warning, if you’re pushing for an ass-beat, baby, you’re close.”
“I want you. I want you to fuck me. There’s a difference. Just cut the chit-chat and fuck me. Seven months, Hem. One doesn’t just stop wanting sex. Give a woman a drop of water after seven months and then watch her want to drink the entire fountain.”
“My girl. God, I want to see you make bad decisions only with me when you’re drunk. Do you understand that?”
“Fuck you, Hem.”
“That’s the third and last time, baby. Hold on.”
With that he enters me and doesn’t stop until he takes me to a climax of oblivion, then becomes rigid in me, reaching his own. When I told myself I wanted him to take his time with me right now, I meant that. I’m mentally cursing all this makeup, perfume, short skirt, low shirt, and high heels, which I’m still wearing. 
“I love you, baby. Tell me you love me.” Because he says this so quietly, I nearly miss it. He’s afraid of rejection. This means a lot to him and he’s putting himself out there. 
“It’s no secret I love you, dumbass. You don’t have to say it to me as if you’re nothing more than a tiny church mouse.”
“Fuckin’ women. You ain’t happy if we show our feelings. You ain’t happy if we don’t… a church mouse, Christ.” I’m smiling into his chest as he’s on top of me, kissing my temple through my hair. “You mine, babe? I prefer you would just agree so I can breathe easy. Right now, I’m not breathin’. Just waiting for you to decide if we live happily-ever-after or you send this mouse packin’ to find a hole to die in, alone.”
This has the potential to become a sharp buzzkill, quickly. I need to lighten the mood, but I’m not funny like Mace, or vulgar like Shame. I already know I’m definitely not the poet at heart like Hem. All I have to offer is my childhood experiences, which are all things a childhood should have been. 
“We can talk about later, ‘Timmy Q’.” 
He stops kissing at my neck and chest and looks down at me, waiting for an explanation. I forgot that maybe Hem isn’t exactly informed on the history of Dumbo and the little mouse that befriended him during a hard time in his little elephant life, so I laugh to myself because I have the upper hand in this minute and I never have the upper hand when our clothes are off. I’m usually too transfixed by him.
“Oh God, this is going to take a few minutes to explain, I see. ‘Timothy Q.’ is a fictional mouse from a book and movie, ‘Dumbo.’ You’ve never heard of that, have you?”
He is serious in thought as he searches for the answers he thinks I can send him with my Jedi mind, then, from out of nowhere, he surprises the hell out of me and it is hilarious. 
“Sadey, everyone who ever went to school until the third grade had to read the damn book and watch that sappy-ass movie. I know who ‘Timothy Q’” is, but when you’re referring to me you gotta give me a shot to be important. If you have to refer to me as a fuckin’ mouse, gimme Mighty Mouse, ‘cause any other mouse is a fuckin’ pussy and everyone knows it.” 
I’m trying too hard to be serious, but I can’t. He got me, I really didn’t think he would have any idea. His childhood wasn’t filled with cartoon movies and bowls of popcorn for the family to share. Hem is not a funny man, either, but that was an impressive delivery.
“I don’t know what to do with that, honey.” 
“You ain’t gotta do nothing with it, woman. Get up and get dressed and dance with your man. This time keep yourself in my arms. Don’t walk away like that again… tired of chasing you, woman. I’m always chasing you.”
With that, I get up and get dressed and we head back to the party. 


After coming back downstairs to a party that is still in full swing, Hem has asked me to stay near him. He’s nervous about the reactions of the guests and Shame has warned him he’s going to be making a toast to him regarding his return. When Hem asked me to stay near him, I should have known that he meant that not just emotionally, but physically. No sooner did my feet hit the common area floor was I off of them and in his arms, cradled like a child.
I’m sitting in Hem’s lap at a table in the middle of the room. Gunner, Honor, and even Ace, are standing around as if nothing has changed and Hem never left. Shame releases Mace out of his hold around her waist and sits her down by Hem and I. Then we watch him head towards the bar. Here comes to the toast.
He rings that obnoxious bar bell, gathering everyone’s attention, requesting their silence. “Need your focus for a few minutes, boys.” 
Shame holds in pause, waiting for everyone to finish their conversations and quiet down. 
“The last time I addressed you it was because an angel that walked among us had found her way back home, to heaven. It feels so long ago that we stood here and celebrated that great lady. Ironically tonight, we are here to celebrate a brother coming home.” 
Everyone holds up their glasses and drinks to Hem. Hem is sitting under me. He’s not moving at all because he’s absorbed in the club, and he truly missed being here.
“When I saw Hem standing in Ace’s kitchen, miles from here, I thought I’d died and he was greeting me at the pearly gate… fucker didn’t even offer me a beer. Hem explained to me, as well to many of you, what had happened that night when he surrendered himself to Warren. He left to save us, the club, our women, and our families. Warren Cash was a sick man and his fury knew no bounds, including death. The fight isn’t over fellas, but there is no other person I would trust to take care of what needs to be taken care of.” 
Hem jerks under me and I feel the chair move. I turn around, putting my hands to his face to calm him. “Let him finish. Don’t take this from him, honey. He needs to talk this out.”
Mace is at us as well. “Brother, I agree. Give him his time on the floor, then you can say something if you want. Either way, you’re not leaving, so sit down.”
Shame is still quiet as he looks to the three of us sitting around the table. He’s looking at Hem and waiting for a response, but after our tag-team effort, Hem doesn’t have one. He’s confused and wondering what angle Shame is working. Shame is the President of this Club and no one has voiced a question about what happens to the position now that Hem is back. 
When Shame accepted the position, it was under the pretense of sadness and duress. He doesn’t like the position, doesn’t want it, and if I know Shame, and I think I do, he’s greedy to get rid of it and go back to being Hem’s right hand.
Shame continues hesitantly since the room has gone quiet and Hem hasn’t moved. This time, when he starts speaking, he’s looking and talking directly to Hem. He is talking loud enough for every person here to hear. 
“I never set out to be President of this Club, Hem. I knew there was never anyone more loyal and dedicated to making this run as it should… how Doc wanted it… then you… Hem, brother, I’m fuckin’ overpowered by your sister and nephew already. I have put in an order for two additional sons and my focus in life has changed because of my family. You are able to run this unit in your sleep. It’s time you take it back. Please, brother. Take it back.”
In unison the crowd again raises their glasses and laughs. Hem moves me to stand and hugs me in a tight embrace before going up to relieve Shame. They give a good man hug and no one says anything in wait for Hem’s response to Shames changing of the guard… It doesn’t take long and Hem is addressing this room full of family. His voice is much more quiet and broken in comparison to Shame’s, so eager and enthusiastic. 
“Thank you for the welcome back. I wasn’t sure how it was going to play out. Shame is right. Not about me running Peril, but about the danger that it’s not over. Warren Cash fuckin’ hated me. I got his hatred only because of the blood that ran through my veins. I’m a second-generation clubber, and to me, there is no other life. Thank you for taking care of things while I was away. No spoken words could express to each of you how thankful I am to be with my family again.”
Hem is getting choked up, so he hands the drink in his hand off to Gunner who stands proudly at his side, as always. Gunner puts the drink down, and without any forewarning to Hem, Gunner grabs him as he tries to walk away, and hands Hem a cut. It’s new. Everyone thought Hem had been buried in it. No one knows he burned it while in California. Ace told Gunner this, so Gunner took it upon himself to have another made and this one is kick-ass. 
Hem reluctantly slides it on. Everything is still barely sinking in for him… he still has a lot to process. The room is growing louder as the party starts again. I can hear Hem talking out loud to Gunner, Honor, and now, Shame. He’s thanking them from the bottom of his heart for doing everything they have done, thus far, for his girls. 
After thinking more on the topic of the cut and how we had assumed it was buried, I pull Hem to me and ask a crazy question. One that as a woman, we need an answer to. 
“Honey, if you weren’t in your grave, who the fuck was I talking to all that time?” I’m using words he doesn’t like for me to use, but I need him to get that I am in need of an answer. I deserve one, being that I was the saddened widow discussing my life with….
“Gerald… grey haired fella at the post office… you remember?” He says this like he’s saying we’re expecting rain on Tuesday.
“Oh my God, Hem. Are you kidding me right now?”
“Babe, I’m not. He passed about the same time I supposedly did and his neighbors didn’t even notice he was gone ‘til they smelled him. So, Hood handled the arrangements. He wasn’t there long, honey…moved within a week… just had to give enough time for story to play out to the hire, that my funeral was over, so he believed I was gone. No big deal.”
“No big deal? No, no big deal to you. You weren’t there listening to my bat-shit crazy thoughts. Hem, when I think of a good plot of revenge for this, you’re going to be first in line for payback.”
“Sadey, you have no evil within your hold. I’m not worried.”
Right. Asshole. 
Hell hath no fury…


Hem is heading his way into the whiskey now. He hasn’t moved from his leather chair in roughly two hours, which means he hasn’t done anything, but catch up with the buddies and celebrate with shots.
“Sade, we need to make a liquor run. Shame says we’re low and the boys are drinking like fish. It’s still early so we were elected to go.” Mace isn’t pissed about having to be someone’s drink-bitch, so something has to be going on, but I’m going to play along to find out.
“Sure, let me grab my purse and we can go. Just you and I?” I’m gathering more data from my secretive little friend here. She just can’t see it.
“Nope, Cherry and April want to go, as well… think they need the break.”
On the way to the liquor store I feel eyes on me, as if everyone is in on yet another storyline, and I’m clueless, but the evening has been good and the weather is perfect, so I’m just enjoying the breeze while we are out of the smoke filled club. Cherry hasn’t said a single word to contribute to the conversation and she hasn’t looked at me either. 
“So, spill the dirt, Sadey. What’s up with you and Hem now that he’s back?” April, always blunt and ever-to-the-point.
“We don’t know. We aren’t defining it right now. One day at a time. We have a responsibility to our son to do this right…make the right decision for all of us.” 
There, that was diplomatic.
“I see. I guess then that includes screwin’ each other’s brain out in Crickets room?” 
Thanks, April. Shit. That was most definitely not diplomatic. Damn, that was Crickets room?
“Don’t need a lecture, April. I have missed him. There’s no secret in that, so if you’re going to try to give me some sermon, don’t bother. If I’m screwing someone’s brains out, it rightfully should be Hem’s.”
Cherry finally speaks and she’s definitely sending me a passive message all wrapped in an untidy bow of rudeness. 
“Yeah, I guess I would agree. Now if you could just stop emotionally screwing Ace’s heart to smithereens, maybe he could sail off to the sunset with someone who cares about him rather than sit here and watch you and Hem live out your happily-ever-after.”
No one says another word as we continue our way to the liquor store.
Once there, we all pile out and it isn’t until I hear a screech from Cherry that all of us come out of our daze. She’s standing near the front door of “Shadow’s Wine and Beer. She’s dropped her purse and she’s shaking, staring out into the dark parking lot.
Mace happens to make it to her first, wobbling as she goes. “What is it? What’s the matter, honey?”
Cherry is still staring. Mace has grabbed her arms and, at the touch, Cherry comes out of her trance. 
“Nothing, I just thought I saw someone that I recognized. I didn’t. I still get spooked every so often. I’m fine. Let’s go so we can get back Peril, please.”
She’s been through so much in her young life. Seeing her like this, even with her blatant dislike for me at the present time, makes me really sad for her.
 
“Alright, let’s make this fast…boys are going to be anxious for our arrival back, anyway, and poor Honor and Raider back there are wanting to be back with the celebration.” Mace smiles. She knows we are being trailed. 
I look back to her car and she’s right. There sits Honor and Raider, both looking at us like we are as boring to them as watching paint dry rather than seriously standing at guard.
Why couldn’t they just make the run for us?
This furthers my concern that something else is brewing for me back at the club. 
Awesome.


We’ve made it back; safe, sound, and tailed. The moment I hit the door I’m met with Ace. He looks concerned and upset. I’ve not really talked to him much the last two days, but I know with everything going on around us he has reason to look concerned in regards to my reaction to him. Ass. 
“Heya, Bug.”
“Ace.” I don’t know how to address him. Calling him by another name such as ‘adulterer’ or ‘liar’ … or maybe ‘traitor,’ seems a little callous and in the wake of Hem’s arrival, I would just appreciate if he and I could agree to disagree on his state of marriage bound with his attempt at making me the other woman. 
“So, I wanted to talk to you. You’re mad and I get that. I know you didn’t want to see me again. I don’t blame you. I just didn’t want to leave until I knew you were alright, after Hem coming back.”
“Ace, you helped him stay away from me. I don’t know how I feel about that. One minute I’m so thankful you hid him and the other I want to cut your eyes out. Either way, you are here and you finally get that you and I can’t… I mean we won’t ever…”
“Jesus, Sade, I get it. Enough already. You’re Hem’s. I don’t need that shit in sky writing.”
I feel bad. I don’t mean to make him feel worse than he does. “I’m sorry. I just… I don’t know… it’s all still so confusing, ya know?”
“Shouldn’t be anything to be confused about. I mean, this is what you’ve wanted. You wanted your man back. Well, there he is.” He points to the chair behind him, in which Hem still currently resides. With Ace’s big ole body standing in front of me, I can’t see all of him… just the head of another person talking to him.
“I know… I just don’t know… I’m not making sense, sorry.”
“Yeah, well, I’m leaving this party. Too much celebrating for me. Glad you’re okay. If you need anything you just need to call me, alright?”
“I will.” 
Moving Ace to the side, as much as my small frame can move his large one, I don’t appreciate the picture I’m seeing. Shit.
My look alike, nemesis, tormentor, whatever you want to call her, is sitting on the armrest of Hem’s chair and she’s running her hands through his hair with one hand and holding his chin to her with the other. He pushes her hand away roughly and turns his head in the other direction to avoid looking at her. He’s pissed, but says nothing to get her to move. Moments pass and her eyes catch mine as she smiles at me and mimics blowing me a kiss.
I’m stunned and haven’t moved an inch. Ace registers what is happening and looks at me with concern, as if I’m going to go crazy and do something stupid. The suck of it is that Hem isn’t exactly mine anymore. Of course he still loves me, and we are together, but if I walk over there and claim him, it would only be to remove her, not keep him. I don’t have to worry about what to do for long. Mace has beaten me to the punch, literally.
I see her walk to him with purpose and finally non-moving Hem catches sight of her, but it’s too late. One swift hit to the back of his head sends Sylvie flying. 
Sylvie regains her composure then matches stares with Mace as Mace gets into Hem’s ass. “Hem, what the fuck are you doing? Do you let garbage hang on you now? You never did before.” Hem has no reaction, but he’s looking directly at me. I can’t move, I’m just waiting for something else to happen, hoping someone comes out of the closet with a video camera and the crowd shouts ;Gotcha!’”
“Hem, do you fuckin’ hear me?” Hem breaks his stare and looks to Mace, then Sylvie. 
I need to go to Mace. She needs backup with this scary-ass bitch. Shame is nowhere to be found and everyone else is so wrapped up in party play, they aren’t paying attention to what is happening in the middle of the room.
“Yes, I hear you, Mace. Fuckin’ India can hear you. Lower your voice. Jesus, the shrill of your voice cuts my ears.” 
Mace says nothing but gives another look to Sylvie who finally sees me arrive and stand next to Mace. 
“Look Hem, it’s your ex.” She’s sneering at me. 
It dawns on me too late that she and Hem could have been an item while he was gone. 
“Did you know Hem and I lived together while he was vacationing from you, the boring little girl? He used to talk to me about you. How fragile you are and things you did as a kid to get his attention. He always spoke of your immaturity.” 
My chest hurts. Hem has given me shit my whole life about always being overly sensitive. Surely he didn’t talk of me like that to her. She’s not done hurting me, though. I can see it on her face. I send a quick look to Mace who has now disappeared. I feel alone in this now, with only Hem, who to me, is guilty and I want no part of him.
Hem gets up from his chair and blocks our view of each other. His face is just inches from mine and he can see how harsh she is to me, but he’s so calm. “Sugar, go upstairs and let me handle this, okay?” 
She interrupts him as he’s attempting to calm me. “He used to touch me, too… my face and hair. He would ask me to hold him sometimes, so he could sleep. My favorite mornings were when he would walk around without his shirt. Those pecs are hard to the touch, but easy to admire across the breakfast table. Don’t you find it ironic that I held Hem’s body all these months while you held Ace’s heart? Makes us even… you agree?”
Now she’s pissed him off. Telling someone’s secrets will piss anyone off. “Shut up, Sylvie. You’re a whore. Find your husband and get gone.” He towers over her and she smirks at him. Damn, she is fearless.
It doesn’t matter if I agree with all she said or not. My chest hurts. I haven’t said a word to her, I have nothing to say. I can hear small chaos erupting behind me and when I turn to look, I see Mace and Shame coming my way and Shame has his hand wrapped around Ace’s neck from the back. Ace is red faced and fuming, but not struggling with Shame’s grasp.
“Get rid of your fuckin’ cunt.” I have never heard that word from Shame’s mouth, not even in jest or in reference, to that part of a woman’s anatomy. The fact he’s actually calling Ace’s wife that makes it obvious to those standing around that Shame is one massive pissed off brother. 
“Sylvie, enough. Let’s go. I told you not to start your shit here, damn it. Let’s go.” 
Sylvie looks at Hem, who is looking at me, and then her eyes follow his. I’ve got tears coming down my face. Hem hasn’t denied any of this. What if it’s all true?
“It isn’t, Sadey. It’s not true.” 
I’m so out of sorts…I must have said some of my thoughts out loud. Shame is looking at me with his gentleness, still towering over Ace and Sylvie. “Sadey, you know better. Get a grip. Apparently, part of everyone getting their shit together is taking out the fuckin’ trash. Ace get her out of here. She’s not welcome. She comes within three hundred feet of Sadey again and I promise you, I will handle her and it won’t be easy.”
“Sylvie, let’s go.” I have felt sorry for Ace before because of this person, but pity doesn’t begin cover how I feel for him now. No one deserves that wretch.
With that, they are gone. With that, my heart is broken.
No one says anything to me for a few seconds. I’m being given an opportunity to regain myself. Taking note of who is here, I see no one is missing. They have all come to my side to fight that vicious dragon. There stands Hem though. He looks broken, lost, and further, he looks guilty. It’s the latter that I’m most concerned with. Shame doesn’t leave me to rattle in my fear long before spouting at me. 
“Sadey, go with him upstairs and take his ass to bed. He’s done acting like a fuckin’ idiot for tonight. Celebration is over. Fuck, Hem.” Shame is disgusted with Hem. It’s a rare emotion that Shame feels towards Hem, but it’s evident and not something Shame is going to attempt to hide.
“What? Why do I have be any part of this? You want someone who gives a shit about him, you should have asked that tramp to stay.” I say this to Shame, while keeping my eyes locked to an empty and emotionless Hem.
“Why the fuck do I need anyone’s help? She’s a whore and her words mean nothing. Why are we still talking about her?” Hem’s voice bellows off the walls, but no one pays attention to him, rather they watch Shame and I go toe to toe. It’s a sure bet I will lose, but it’s worth going through the motions to get rid of my anger.
Shame disregards Hem’s comment, his anger pointed now at me. “I’m not asking. Did you hear me ask you to do this, Sadey? No? ’cause I didn’t. Get him up to his room…make sure he doesn’t fuckin’ come back down here. I suspect we have not heard the last of that bitch tonight so you are to stay up the fuckin’ stairs. Don’t care if you choose to sleep in my room tonight or with your man, but you are to stay put.” 
After his final word, he turns away taking Mace’s hand in his and leaves the room. Mace never looks back at me, but I’m standing around waiting for anyone else to help. 
No one dares to challenge Shame’s instructions, so I’m alone.



Chapter Eighteen
 
“You know I don't love anyone but you. You shouldn't mind because someone else loved me.”  
-Ernest Hemingway
My defiant attitude doesn’t sway the entire time I’m sitting in Hem’s room waiting for him to talk about what the hell just happened. He takes his clothes off, then rolls himself under the covers. I can’t help cracking a small smile regarding that Hem and I didn’t hesitate to get comfortable in Crickets bed just a handful of hours earlier.
“Sadey girl, she was lying. I never fucked her. I didn’t. I never did. I swear and you have to believe me.” I don’t speak in hopes he’ll just stop talking. “You listening to me?” Nope. I stay still, not giving anything away. “Of course you’re not. You don’t want me anymore.” His words are not only full of contempt for me, but they are heart breaking.
“Hem, how about you shut the fuck up and just go to sleep.” He reaches for me in frustration at my phrasing, but I back away and he removes his jeans the rest of the way, leaving him in his boxers. 
What he says next is so true and emotional I have no choice but to go with him down memory lane. With our lives having always been so entwined, it’s an easy and safe road to walk down together.
“Do you remember when you were a kid, you must have been about eight or so, and I was already part of Peril, living with Doc and the boys. Your bus would drop you off a ways down the street from where our houses were. 
“All the other kids were so excited to get home after a long school day. Once everyone got home to change clothes and had a snack, they knew it was playtime in the neighborhood.” 
He pauses for a second, remembering how things were before Mace and I grew up and made his life more difficult. “Not my baby, though. Every day I would walk to that bus stop at the same time to see you sitting on that tree stump waiting by the Jensen’s mailbox wanting for me to walk you home. You said you were scared that the neighborhood three-legged homeless cat was going to bite you if you were all alone, remember? It was that big, black fucker that used to catch mice in the sewers and carry them around the neighborhood. You remember him?”
My throat is closed. I do remember that time in our lives…vividly. I was still growing up, but already I loved him with all I had in me. I didn’t know how to handle those feelings, so instead of trying to figure out what to do with them, I tried to surround myself in Hem and his safety and gentleness. 
“Yes Hem, I remember that goddamn cat. He would have eaten me. You don’t know that he wouldn’t have.”
I hear him exhale a small chuckle. “Sadey, you talked so damn much on those walks home, you liked to have never shut up. If I had the weight of the world sitting on my chest, I was able to let it go for twenty minutes each school day because you would take me from my world of dark and share your light with me. God, you and Mace thought of me like I was a fuckin’ hero. I never wanted to fail you, sugar. It was only a matter of time that I did though and here I am failing you now. Your hero is losing the battle for your heart. I’m fuckin’ miserable.” 
“Hem stop. You always took care of things for me. You loved me. You, Mace, and Shame never held back your love. I wouldn’t be who I am if I didn’t love you all my life.”
He corrects himself on the bed, now he’s sitting up with his back against the headboard, his arms open. Without words he’s asking me to come to him, but I’m sitting on the floor giving us enough space to talk openly to each other in this dark room. It’s best if we aren’t looking at each other right now, for me anyway.
He drops his arms in defeat, accepting my need for space. 
“Sadey, I need to say a few things and it is important to me that you listen. I’m not talking about just hearing what I’m saying, but please listen with your heart. Can you give me that?”
“Yes.” 
When Hem speaks from his heart, it isn’t something I would ever not want to miss. Moments like these are when that big heart inside of him carries his soul into mine and I fasten it to memory.
“I left you. I’m so fuckin’ sorry I left you. I would do it again, though. I know that hurts you, but I wouldn’t hesitate. I didn’t want to just go away, Sadey…wasn’t my plan. My plan was to die, keeping you and my family safe. I knew Warren wasn’t lying when he told me that if he died that night, he would finish my life in another way. Taking you and my son away from me, that would have finished my life. I was going to be dead one way or another, so I chose for you and Patrick to live free of my darkness, surviving in your light.”
“Hem…” 
God, his words are hurting me. He’s telling in spoken verse that he wanted to die for me. If I’m honest with myself, I would have made the same decision. If given the choice to die and allow my son and his father to live free, I would have done the same for them.
“No baby, please. You have angrily told me again and again how you felt about me being gone and just ‘leaving’ you. Honey, did you ever think about what it was like for me? 
“You had a grave marker to go to. When you felt sad, happy, or just missed me, you could visit and then leave ‘me’ there dead and buried. To you I wasn’t moving on. 
“While I was with Ace in Cali, I used to wake up each morning to that one question that plagued my heart and haunted my mind. The question I would ask, out loud, to God every day, ‘was this the day?’ 
“’Was this the day’ my best friend and love of my life found someone else to take my place? Would this man love my son, the way I need him to love my son, if I can’t make it back to them soon? 
“Some mornings, if my thoughts weren’t clouded in hangover, I would think positive. I would ask myself ‘is today the day that Hood finds that fuckin’ hire and I get to walk into my girl’s house again and tell her how I’ve missed her and how I can’t breathe or sleep without her near me.’ Sadey, it was fuckin’ torture not knowing what you were doing or where you were every day. You got to visit a grave, baby. All I got to do was pray on chance that you remembered me, how much I loved you, and you still felt me with you.”
He hears me let out a loud cry. My arms are around my knees, pulled up to my chest, and my face is buried in them. His words have struck me. I finally get it. He’s right. 
In my world, Hem was in the ground, never moving forward with anyone else. He had to sit and wonder if someone here was taking his place. I survived his death. I’m not sure I could have survived his living and moving on without me. That’s my answer. I can’t live without him. I don’t want that to even be a choice. The problem with my certain love for him is that there is also a new doubt that lingers.
“Hem?” I move my head up to look at him the best I can in the dark. I want to gauge his reaction; to be sure he understands what I’m asking.
“Yeah, girl, I’m here.” From what I can see through the darkness, his head is bent and he’s looking at his hands, clutched in front of him on his lap.
“If I were to kiss you goodbye right now, and never come back, but you didn’t know I wasn’t coming back, how would you move on the next day?” 
He’s on his feet and rounding the bed, coming right at me as I sit motionless on the floor. Once reaching me, he’s on his knees, grabbing my shoulders, and we are eye to eye. “Don’t say that to me. Don’t tell me goodbye. Sadey, I am going to give you everything I have. I am enough for you. I will be your enough. Do not leave me.”
“I’m not leaving you right now, but how will I ever know you won’t leave me again?” 
There’s not an answer he could give me right now that I could believe, but it’s all I can ask him, so he can gain a sense of how raw things are for me.
“Sadey, how can I ask your forgiveness for doing what I did, when I did it to you, then turn around and ask your permission, knowing I would do it again?” 
He’s getting annoyed. His tone is changing and he’s starting to talk to me like he did when I was seven, to get me to shut my shit down and stop whining. 
“I’m confused, Hem. That’s all. I’m confused.”
He stands from me and walks to his window, keeping his back to me still sitting on the floor. He’s angry as he looks out into the night. His hands are on his hips, but his stance is strong. He’s preparing to battle. He’s going to use his hurt as a shield. 
In a voiced laced with ire he lets out his frustration, “Confused about what? What the hell is there to be confused about? Fuck, be confused about the weather then. Be confused about the fact that Mace can say one hundred words in less than a fuckin’ minute, but still have said nothing. Don’t be fuckin’ confused about you and I spending our lives together, in peace, giving each other everything we need. Fuck, giving ourselves everything we need.”
“I don’t know how to process…” His anger continues as I try to speak, so I’m cutoff again.
“God damn, you’ve known me for-fucking-ever. In that time, whatever gave you the impression that my life is filled with rainbows and horseshoes? If that’s what you believe, then it isn’t the real me you know. You’re still that scared kid inside, looking for love outside the walls of your teenage bedroom. You’ve grown into nothing more than that girl that wrote me a love letter when she was just a kid.”
Now it’s on. 
I move to stand up, wiping my face and walk to him. I hit his chest with both heals of my palms and he moves back with my force. “’Kid?’ Hem, this ‘kid’ buried you. This ‘kid’ took a child to full term, carried and protected him through the trauma of losing you. This ‘kid’ delivered and loved him, knowing she was alone in doing so. Worst of all, I went to your ‘grave’ and told you goodbye in attempts to get my shit together and be a better mom and a friend. So, fuck you, Hem.”
We are standing in front of the window, eye to eye in challenge. He lets a heavy exhale and nods in defeat. “Sadey, you can’t keep bringing this shit up as if I don’t know it happened. Fuck, we can’t get past this, can we?”
Now I look to him in defeat. He’s said the words my heart has been fearing to release since he came home. We aren’t the same people anymore. I have forgiveness for him in me somewhere, but he may never forgive me for doubting his decision.
I’ve been battling this out with Hem for as long as I can. My mind is racing with ‘what if’ scenarios and it’s driving me mad. I head downstairs to get that drink that Shame so angrily had prohibited. Hem doesn’t follow me, thank fuck for that. He can surely see I have had enough for one night. 


Most likely I’m about to put a nice dent in Shame’s tequila stock. Come at me Shame, ‘cause this is gonna happen and I don’t care if I have to drink it in the damn bathroom. I’m going downstairs to get it. 
Looking at the clock I see it’s already two-thirty in the morning. I had no idea it was so late or early. Whatever…where’s the Jose Quervo? 
I’m assuming I’m alone down here as I pillage through the cabinets around the bar. I have assumed wrong, of course. I hear Hood’s voice behind me and know I’m busted, but again, I need the drink.
“Can I get one of whatever you’re having?” 
“Sure thing, Hoodie.” I smile at myself, calling him Hoodie. I’m sure he won’t appreciate that, but when I turn around and see his smile, I’m glad he’s here. 
“Nice, Sadey. Like I’ve never been called that before?”
“Oh, I don’t know. It suits you. What are you doin’ down here anyway? Can’t sleep? Hem’s upstairs right now, not sleeping as well. Rather, he’s trying to find words to keep me the emotional basket case that I am.”
“I hate the night. Always something waiting in the shadow. That’s my experience, anyway. Know what I mean?”
“I don’t, but let me trust you on that.”
“Don’t be so hard on your man. He’s been through a lot.”
“We all have been through a lot.” I mutter as I pour the tequila in the shot glasses that I’ve set on the bar in front of him.
“Sadey, I owe you an apology.” 
I hold my hand up to his face, like Hem used to do to me to get me to shush. He smiles at me again. Apparently he’s seen Hem do this to me before. 
“You owe me nothing. You did what you thought was right.” I grab his hand in mine and give a quick squeeze before letting it go. “and I should just thank you for keeping him safe, even if it meant you were keeping him away from me and my son.”
“Maybe you should thank your idiot friend, Ace. He’s the whole reason Hem came back. Ace left California, he was only supposed to come check on you and talk to Shame to be sure everything was as it should be here, nothing disturbed. When Ace didn’t go back to California as scheduled, Hem knew he was either setting him up or making a play for you. Hem called me and told me to finally let Shame in on all this shit. Hem wasn’t about to let you move on with Ace. Would have been a fuck of a lot easier if Shame and the boys would have just believed me when I tried to tell them in the first place. Ace was being a pussy and wouldn’t admit it for a while, ‘til Shame found a way to get him to talk. That wasn’t pretty.”
Now I know why Hem came back now, before the hire has been handled. Ace was putting him through emotional hell, holding him hostage in California, while he was here, enjoying me. 
“Oh, no one ever told me that. I’m really sorry you were put in the middle of this. I am. We are a family of drama, most we cause ourselves.” I give him a short smile, embarrassed to admit what I just did.
“My sister, she was happy like you. Free spirit, loved with her whole heart, and if you were lucky enough to get in on that love, then you were given a gift that always gave. She was smart, funny, she had a great laugh. You remind me of her sometimes, the way you are with your theatrical family and how much you love and trust each of them. She didn’t have her happy ending that I wanted for her, which she deserved. She was murdered, but not before being brutally raped again and again by a street gang. She had the worst ending to a short life.” 
I let out a small gasp and he hears it and pours us our third shot. We shoot it back, then he continues. “I saw what they did to Cherry. Did you know that? I was there.” 
I nod, because I do remember being told that Hood was the one that met the boys that night at the church to tell them Cherry was coming home eventually, after Greyson was done playing with her. He had no power with the Angels under Warren’s reign. No one here has ever placed blame on him for what happened. The only blame we ever laid were at the hands of Warren and Greyson.
“She didn’t deserve that. Fuck, Sadey, no woman does. It was brutal and served no purpose other than Greyson’s need to feed off hurting women. 
“then saw what he did to Mace. Sadey, you were next. You were either going to lose Hem or lose life as you knew it. There would be no guarantee the hire would have killed you either…just hurt you so bad you would have wished he had ended your misery. 
“I was caught in the middle. I knew what was in play with Warren and Hem. I just couldn’t sit and let it happen. Neither could Risk. So we did what we did throwing caution to wind and prayin’ for a miracle that it worked, and Sadey, we are so fuckin’ close. Now, all we have is some crazy man stalking. He hasn’t made any more attempts than that. We will find him, handle him, and then move the fuck on from this nightmare.”
“Hood...” 
“Not done yet, Miss. Hem wasn’t going to go with me that night, had no intentions of leaving. He was bleeding out. Fucker fought me tooth and nail to just leave him there, to die with honor, knowing his family was going to live long and happy lives. He was drowning in his own blood. 
I see Hood’s concentration is no longer on me; he’s losing himself into a thought or memory that I’ve no way to connect with.


Looking in the window into the basement where Warren currently holds Hem hostage, we can see he’s in bad shape. The sadist has him tied to a chair and he’s been beating on him for a while now. Pussy that he is, he knew Hem surrendered without weapon and that takes balls, but to sit and torture him after that knowledge is a new form of evil even for that psycho. 
Blood drips from the knife held in Warren’s hand beside him and Hem is bleeding from his side onto the floor from a wound that looks to be near one of his left ribs. His eyes are shut, the right one covered in blood as well, and the swelling has had enough time to form around it and hold it shut. 
“Damn it, Warren has been at this for a bit already. No way out of doin’ this clean, so let’s just work fast.”
Risk removes the supplies from the bag as preparations for a small engagement are made.
When hearing the phone conversation between Warren and Hem a couple days prior, Risk had mentioned that Warren was acting deranged and called me to see what could be done to keep Hem from doin’ this. We had only come up with one plan and that was to intervene without an invitation from neither Hem nor Warren. Thus, we ended up here in a dark basement at the Angels’ club, waiting carry out one last ditch effort to help a former enemy. Even gangs and clubs come together for a higher cause; raping, torturing and killing innocent female family members is something that, unfortunately, I have experience with and we all believe is the ultimate form of evil.
“Stack mentioned while he was talking to Shame this morning that he’s already onto something Hem had in play, so it won’t be long until Shame blows this hole wide open.”
“Fuckin’ Shame, he’s always been a fuckin’ hot head.” Risk is not a fan of Shame or Peril. This has never been a secret. However, his hate for Warren is greater than his hate for Shame, which is why he called my attention to this.
“Exactly, I would prefer not to be here for the fireworks that will explode if he gets here and finds Hem’s already dead.”
We turn our heads from our bags when we hear Hem coughing. He’s starting to come around and Warren verbally continues to express his distaste for him.
“Count on three, then we’re storming in. Ready for this, brother?”
Risk nods in response to the plan. Fuck if it isn’t the only plan we have left.
As we start counting down we both feel the adrenaline piping through our blood. This will finally put an end to the reign of the piece of shit that is Warren Cash and his selfish demise of the club, Angels in Hell.
Pushing through the door, Risk uses a crowbar to immediately take Warren down with a hit to the head. He’s on the ground, completely subdued. 
Nicely done, Risk, nicely done. 
He stands over a motionless and bloodied Warren, I need to be sure he’s not going to kill him. He doesn’t need to take responsibility for this if this shit goes bad. He still wears the Angel cut. “Leave him alive. If Hem dies, Shame will want to take his time. Shame and Hem, they are more than club brothers. Leave it up to him what he wants done.”
“What the fuck you want done now then?”
Looking around the room I see absolutely nothing that could subdue Warren until cavalry arrives. The room is empty. The only furniture left is the chair Hem is slouching on.
“Here, help me with Hem and then tie him to that chair. I don’t want to move him any more than needed until we have help. Get Hem the fuck outta here, though.”
I hear Risk dragging Warren into the chair as I look over Hem inch by inch. Hem’s body is shaking, likely due to the extent of injuries and blood loss. There is no way he has long, if he can make it through this at all. 
After calling Cable down to help, we wait. The doctor was paid hefty to keep his mouth shut and Cable is bringing him here to assess the damages. 
Hem is starting to come around. I know death. I’ve been around it enough times that this tells me the heaven’s angels are circling. I don’t owe him anything. We’ve never been able to see eye to eye on much, but he has my respect for doing what he’s done for his family.
“Hem, you hear me?” I slap his face as it pales and can see his eyes rolling under the lids. He’s still shaking and there’s a lot of blood. He doesn’t answer me, so I smack him in the face again. Still nothing.
“What the fuck you do with Warren? Don’t tell me you got him out of here, brother? He finds out you were involved, he will kill us all, including the good doctor here.”
The sleazebag doctor takes two steps back upon hearing Cable’s words. I see another face behind the doctor and am immediately relieved to see Risk is back.
“I got him. He’s in the storage unit next door. Let me stay with the doc and Cable. You head upstairs and wait for Shame, if he shows.”
“He’ll show and when he does, you can be certain of hearing him.”
I make my way upstairs, leaving Hem to be looked after by the boys. I wait. I hear nothing coming; it’s oddly quiet. 
After I light a smoke and take the first drag, I’m pulled up by the back of the shirt by a very pissed off Shame. Raider, Gunner, and Honor come out of the darkness towards us. They each have a look of revenge shadowing their faces. 
“Where the fuck is Warren and Hem, Hood?” Shame is seething death. He’s enveloped in anger.
“Downstairs. Been waiting on your ass for a fuckin’ day, damn it. What took you so fuckin’ long?”
“Not now. Take me to Hem.”
“Shame…”
Before I can finish the thought, Shame pushes me against the brick building and has a grasp on my throat with such force, it takes only moments for spots to form in my vision.
“Wait. Shame, we don’t know anything.” Gunner is pleading, but Shame doesn’t hear him. My body is going limp and I can feel myself start to pass out. As soon as I’m convinced this is my end, though, Shame releases me from his hold and I fall to my knees, gasping for air.
“Hem is dead. Warren is alive.” It’s all I can muster to say.
“Raider, find Hem. I don’t believe my brother is dead. I’m going after Warren.”
Finally catching my breath and getting up from my knees, I make my way through the dark clubhouse to find Shame is frantically searching its interior rooms. He won’t find them up here. They are in the dungeon downstairs. Hem is in the same room where Cherry spent her stay and Warren is in the next room, waiting to die.
“Follow me. They aren’t up here. You’re wasting your time.”
We make our way downstairs. The door holding Hem is locked and Shame tries to pry it open. I grab for his attention, silently asking the other Peril brothers for help in doing so. Gunner grabs Shame, bringing him back to us from his determined power that is about to bust the wrong door down.
“Warren’s here. Raider, come with me. I will take you to Hem.”
Shame says nothing. He doesn’t need to because after finding his way to Warren’s cell, his foot goes through the door, nearly knocking it off its hinges.
Raider follows me down the small hall in the dark and, as I turn the key to the door, I hear Warren let out a scream of pain. Sensing I don’t have time, I bust the door open the moment the lock turns.
Doctor Brady, Risk, and Cable stand in one corner of the room. They have draped a sheet over Hem and blood is seeping through its threads. A chill runs up my spine; I didn’t make it to him in time. My mind briefly moves back to another time when I saw my sister laying in the same position. Her sheet was black, this one is white, but the memory is laced in red.
Raider makes his way to Hem, removes the sheet, and lets out a mournful howl as he comprehends that his friend, brother, and president is lying dead on a cold basement floor.
Cable and Risk grab him by the shoulders to help him up. Instantly Raider’s body tenses in anger and throws Cable, tossing him backwards. “Easy, go find Shame. He’s going to need all you have to get through this without killing everyone on the way out.” Risk sounds convincing.
“Fuck!” That’s all Raider says on his way out of the room and back down the hall that led him here just minutes before. 
“He doesn’t have much time. We need to move him.” Doctor Brady is more alert than I’ve ever seen him. It’s a good sign because as long as Hem still breathes, he has a chance to survive this.


“Hem is a stubborn piece of shit when he wants to be, but…but I’m tellin’ ya now, his love for you is what runs so deep, what keeps him breathin’. When I told him Shame killed Warren, he knew exactly what that meant. The only way to protect you was to survive it, gain strength, lay low, and win. That’s what your boy is doin’ by being here now. I would have given my left arm for my sister to have a man like Hem in her life; loving her the way Hem loves you. 
“Forgive him, Sadey. Trust him again. He’s going to win. I just hope that, for his sake, he doesn’t lose his prize in the meantime. He would have fought his way back to you for nothing.”
God, I need to stop this before I have a mental break in sight of a near stranger. Shame and Mace know him and trust him now, but I don’t know him and I can’t hear his words anymore. 
“Hood, are you always this emotional? This is like our first conversation and you’re all about the drama. I don’t think we have enough here to drink for this heart to heart.”
“Well then, Sadey, you gonna cry? ’cause I’ve heard stories about you and I hear you’re a god awful crier. Hem missed it, missed seeing you cry over your girly books and movies, but from what I hear, I don’t think I would miss it, at all. Hearing Kegs explain it, sounds like I may need a towel to wipe off with once you’re done.”
We hold each other in a serious stare for about ten seconds, then burst out in laughter. It feels so good to sit with a stranger, drink in hand, in a safe place, and laugh freely. It’s been forever since I’ve felt like laughing.
“Sugar? Hood? What the fuck?” Oh Lord, ‘Angry Hem’ is up and moving again. 
“Honey, we are having a drink. Would you like one? If I remember right, I think I saw some of that water, which comes from the well, in the fridge. Or your lazy ass can try the spigot.” 
I’m still so pissed at him for our fight an hour ago, but after the light that Hood shared, I’m finding it difficult to stay that way.
“She’s a funny girl, Hem. Ornery as fuck, but she’s funny.” Hood is smiling at Hem.
“You don’t have to tell me, brother. Pain’-in-my-fuckin’-ass.” 
He turns his upset face to me now, “I knew you were pissed at me and you left pissed, so to avoid my life from playing out like a goddamn Neil Diamond ballad, I thought I would come down and what I find is you two laughing and carryin’ on. Sadey, come back to my bed so I can sleep, huh? Bring the bottle of Jose with you. Gonna get you drunk enough to make some bad decisions”
“Fine, you big damn baby.”
I stand, turning to Hood, embracing him in a small tight hug, “Hood, nice chatting. Look forward to seeing you again, soon?” 
Hem growls in my ear because, once I made my intentions clear to enter Hood’s space, Hem moved quickly to us.
“Yeah, I’m around. Goodnight, Sadey May. Goodnight, Hem.”
Hem hisses in my ear now as he pulls me to walk away with him. He doesn’t miss a damn thing, even in his recent angry state. 
“Sadey May? What the fuck? He’s nicknaming you now? Christ woman, I can’t take my eyes off you for a fuckin’ minute can I?”
“Hem, shut up and take me to your naked bed and make me your naked girl. You and I are all done talking. Every time you speak I get more pissed off at you. Let’s go fuck it out.”
No other words need to be spoken, because I’m off my feet and over his shoulder headed back to his cave, where, I have just decided after talking with Hood, I want to make my permanent residence again.…and I just noticed. Hem didn’t flinch at my phrasing this time.



Chapter Nineteen
 
''All my life I've looked at words as though I were seeing them for the first time.''  
-Ernest Hemingway
 
The sun is blinding. Cursing my few tequila shots from last night, I stand shakily, getting up from the bed where Hem still sleeps. He didn’t rest much at all last night between Ace’s skank testing our resolve to work things out, having our walk down memory lane that ended in tears, coming to get me from the “brutal clutches” of Hood, and the emotional strangle he held on me, then bringing me upstairs and marking me his, yet again. I’m going to let the brute sleep-in while I run to get Patrick.
On my way down the stairs I hear conversation coming from the room that Ace has been staying in. It’s not surprising that he’s in his old room. No one is extremely happy with Ace right now being that his bitch is making everyone uncomfortable and that he hid Hem from us for so long, even if it was because he was trying to protect him…but I know Ace always felt that this was home and he was comfortable in his room. I don’t want to know what’s happening behind those doors. I am getting weary of feeling so emotional with this. 
After stopping in the common area to get all my stuff I had brought with me last night, I start my walk of shame to the front door. I’m shocked at what I find outside. Cherry is sitting on the front stoop. She’s a mess. It’s a small relief to see that I’m not alone taking the walk of shame home, wearing last night’s clothes, makeup, and the just fucked look. I hadn’t seen her with anyone last night and I’ve no interest in asking her who put that just fucked look on her.
She notices me coming to her and she turns her head in my direction. She looks rough, though not her usual club whore rough, but something has changed. I stare at her, waiting for her to say something to me, but she doesn’t. 
“Cherry, good morning. What are you doing out here and where is your coat?”
She starts to giggle, not a good giggle, but more like a bizarre and itchy snicker. It’s when I take a seat next to her that I see why she’s acting the way she is. Shit, she’s using? 
“Sadey, Sadey, Sadey. What’s up, chicken butt?” She cackles at me louder than necessary.
“Honey, what’s up is that you have white shit all over your goddamn nose. What the fuck are you doing? You use often? Does Hem know? Even if he does, he’s going to be livid. You can’t do that here. These guys don’t do drugs, or run them, or tolerate others that do.” 
I’m berating her with questions in my moment of shock. I just never once thought of Cherry as a user. Not even when Mace hated her because of Shame.
“God, you’re so fuckin’ naïve, aren’t you? How nice for you to live in that protective bubble that Hem and Shame build around you and your precious girl, Mace. The rest of us don’t live that life, so maybe you need to back the fuck off with your threats and judgments. Go back to your treehouse with your ‘crush.’”
Wow. Nose candy makes her a raging bitch. Good to know.
Rather than waste my energy smacking her, something she wouldn’t remember anyway, I stand up and offer my hand to her. She looks up at me like a wounded child that knows they fucked up and is about to get grounded. She won’t take it, so I just continue standing.
Her face turns to reflect the sadness she’s about to relive. “They got me high that night. They kept pushing and pushing me into accepting more. I didn’t have a choice. There was so much pain, I couldn’t take it. All I thought about was making the pain stop, letting my mind escape, so I wouldn’t feel his hands, or the objects of torture, on me.”
This is all new information she’s sharing. I don’t think anybody knows. “Oh, Cherry, God, I’m so sorry.” This is all I can say. 
“The questions about you, Hem, and the club were relentless. When I would get an answer right, they would give me more. When I would get an answer wrong…well, you saw me after. I didn’t know what they wanted to know. I never talked to you and I had only fucked Hem a few times when he asked me for it. The night they took me though, they were prepared. They knew my past. Greyson actually did his homework on how to effectively fuck up a whore’s life more than it already was. He was skilled and he did a fantastic job. Who fuckin’ does that, Sadey?”
“Cherry, I’m so sorry.” Jesus, I know I’m on repeat, but I have no other words to offer. I did see her afterwards. She was a mess, unrecognizable.
“No, don’t…fuck… just stop sayin’ that. I can’t handle any more pity. I was clean for three years. After losing my son, Decklan, to my parents, I came here to start new. I didn’t know what I was looking for, Vegas had always been my home. I was passing through and I found Kegs. She was as lonely as I was, but she didn’t have a special friendship with cocaine to keep her company. I would use in Vegas during those long nights of nameless faces that would use my body as a receptacle to expel all their fucked-up-ness into. When Greyson had me, I went back to being that person. It was the only way to survive it, I thought. This makes me not feel anything. Not feeling anything makes me happy.”
As she says the last, she holds up a bag filled with white powder. I’ve been around the club. I know they do a lot of unethical things, but I’ve never been a part of it. 
She’s giving me more personal information about her than I believe anyone has ever known, other than April, and I’m not sure what to do with it. She’s high as a kite and her eyes are evidence of her self-inflicted damaging therapy session. 
“My son, he’s four. He turned four…just two days ago. I miss him. Fuck I want him back, but look at me. I’m broken from the inside out. I can’t have any more kids because of what Greyson did to me. I’m no longer a woman. It took him just twenty seven hours to work me over hard enough and leave me so that I’m just a shell of a person who has nothing to give anyone, ever again.”
Damn it, this is a lot to handle with a headache and at eight thirty in the morning. I can hardly see her through the water in my eyes, as she wipes the powder off her nose with her thumb, then rubs it along her upper gums. I’ve seen people do this, never understanding what for, but now I get it. She’s not about to waste a fragment of this high that she’s on. 
I rub her back as I sit beside her. I have no words to offer her in comfort, no experience to draw from, because in essence, she’s right. Hem and Shame have carved out this peace and harmony that Mace and I have lived in over the years. I’ve never appreciated it more, until this very moment.
“Honey, you can start by not leaning on this for comfort.” I grab it from her hand. It’s all I can think to do because, it seems to me, this is what’s causing her problems. I’ve no experience in it and no idea the effects of it being taken away could cause. 
After I remove it from her grasp, the raging bitch surfaces again in reaction.
“Fuck you, Sadey. You keep it. They make more. Thinking it’s probably a habit you should consider. Hem may turn a blind eye to the girls that use here, but he certainly has been known to enjoy the special effects it has on a woman’s ability to make the man fuckin’ fly in a sexual adventure.” 
She scoffs at me as she removes her eyes from mine and looks to the ground before delivering her final blow. “Hell, look at you, God knows you’re probably in need of a whore’s lesson to be able to keep Hem for much longer. He’s no innocent in the sack, or haven’t you seen that side of him? I remember it, very well.”
I’m about to throw down right here, at the club, in broad daylight, with or without witness. She’s pushed too far. I’m not oblivious to the fact that Hem could have any woman here on his looks alone. He chose me, he chooses me. Any hurt I could deliver her would be only for my benefit, but hell if I’m not willing to handle it. 
“Cherry, you...”
“Sadey bug…” Ace catches me before I start to unload. He’s standing behind us, not but three feet away. 
“Go. I have her.” He’s pissed, but I can see his face withholding an untold emotion at this. This is he and Cherry’s silent connection and why she always has his back. He knew about this.
I’m pissed. “Can I talk to you for a second, please?” 
He doesn’t answer me, just stares down at the broken woman who still holds fury in her eyes, aimed at me. “Ace? A second?”
He comes out of wherever he mentally went and looks at me as if he’s pissed at me. “Yeah, alright. Make it quick. I need to get her home.”
We only need to move away a few steps since she’s now holding her face in her hands, appearing to be napping. 
“You knew about this, didn’t you? Why didn’t you tell me? If not me, then Mace? She’s our friend and you’re not helping her by hiding a god-awful habit. Fuck, Ace, she watched Patrick. She was alone with my son and she’s been using.” 
I hold the bag of blow a few inches from his face before he knocks it away and grabs it from my grip. “What the fuck is wrong with you? This shit needs to come out. She needs help.”
“I’m not hiding it, but I’m not throwing her to more wolves, either. You know damn well if I were to say something, that she would be shunned by these all-mighty hypocrites. They drink themselves stupid on any occasion and they label that ‘okay.’ She doesn’t drink much. This is her vice and I couldn’t just turn her in to Hem. Don’t you think there’s enough shit going down around here?” 
Yes, he’s pissed at me. Wonderful for him, but I’m no less pissed off. 
“I think you need to say something, if not to Hem, then to Mace or Shame. She needs help, Ace.”
“Workin’ that out, Sadey. Stay out of it.”
“I can’t.”
“Bullshit! You can, you just don’t want to. There’s a damn difference.” 
He’s using my words against me. He’s also not finished with his emotional blackmail. 
“Remember when you found out you were pregnant? I promised you time to get yourself together and tell Hem. It went against everything I knew, keeping secrets like that from someone, my President no less, for fuck sake. I did it though, for you. Now, you’re going to return the favor. Shut it, Sadey. I will get her what she needs, but until I figure out the best way to do that, not a word. We good?”
“Yeah, we’re good.” 
We’re not, but he’s right. I need to let him handle this and by giving him just a few days, maybe he will be able to give her more help than a raging and pissed off Hem could.
“Good. Now can I take her home? I’m staying there with her until I go. Sylvie hates her. Fuck she hates everyone, but she has a past with this shit as well, so surprisingly, and thankfully, she’s not making waves about this.”
“Okay.” Go figure. Sylvie has seen herself on that side of a mirror, snorting herself into oblivion. Damn it, Ace, I hope you know what you’re doing.
“Cherry, Ace is going to take you home, but you and I aren’t done talking. Got that little sister?” I’m trying not to let myself rip into her for her painful statement about Hem and I’s relationship, but damn, it’s hard.
She finally takes her hands away from her face. When she does, the personal hell is evident. Her eyes are glassed over and it’s hard to tell if it’s from the emotion of the moment or the high. 
Ace grabs her, using his hands as crutches to take her away. He talks so gentle to her. He likes her, maybe loves her, even with all the problems she’s bringing his way. They are close. I’m thankful she has someone so determined, like him, to help. 
Once he has her standing and stable, I hear his words, “Cherry, honey, let’s go back to your place. I can stay with you for a while.” She doesn’t respond verbally, just puts her hand in his and he walks her to his bike. 
Nothing ever stops spinning in my world. I wish it would.


My parents have Patrick ready for me as I arrive to pick him up. By the look on Dad’s face no one got much sleep around the house. Patrick’s sleep is a complete guessing game. He has no set sleep pattern anymore, just whenever he feels tired, he conks. His dad is the exact same, shocker there. 
“Good morning, Sadey. Bringing me a package? I’m bored and there’s nothing to do around here that Cricket and the others are doing that they shouldn’t be doing. Whatcha got for me?” God, Gunner, find a woman with all the emotional problems that equal the ones around here and I swear you’d never be bored on a Saturday morning.
“I have Patrick. Want him?” I know he doesn’t. No way does Gunner want to take Patrick on, but I’ll be damned if he doesn’t come to my little guy and take the car seat from my arms. 
Shit, another surprise, but this one is wrapped as a beautiful gift that I’m going to accept. This way I don’t have to take a questionably moody infant to see his definitely moody father. Thank you, Gunner.
“Give me the little guy. I got him. Go do whatever it is you and Pres. Do. Fuck…wait… never mind. Yes, definitely give me the little guy. You’ve got years to scar him with all the frolicking we hear in the halls from you and Hem. Uncle Gunner will have this little baby’s back today.” 
He smiles and looks to Patrick, who is asleep. “Don’t I, buddy? Mama is going to find daddy and you’re staying put. Uncle Gunner will show you how to load a gun.” 
After I let out a small laugh at Gunner’s ridiculous baby voice, I lift my eyebrows to him in an ornery way and make my way out of the room. Hem is probably so far into sleep, he may not even wake up for me to be able to tell him I’m ready to let the past go and that I want him home, with Patrick and I, for good. 
When I make my way into Hem’s room I can see him sitting on the bed with his back to me, holding something in his hands. He’s shirtless and his back muscles are tense. I can hardly tell if he’s awake. 
I knock on the open door, “Hem, honey.” 
He doesn’t move to look at me, just keeps his head down. Making my way to him I see him holding an old and tattered piece of paper that looks familiar but I can’t place where it’s from. 
I shut the door behind him and move to sit next to him on the bed and sit as still as he is while he continues to read the paper in his hands…his shaking hands. He looks worried and sad. 
Only so much silence a woman can handle before she ruins a moment and I’m about to ruin this one with my lack of patience. “Hem, what is that?”
He stops looking at the paper and hands it over to me as he puts his elbows on his knees, hands to his head and looks down, waiting for me to respond to this.
I’m completely taken off guard by what this is. The handwriting is mine and I blush a bit with what I’ve written. 
I remember this note. This was my very first love letter that my desperate teenage-self ever wrote, and it was to him. I reference the date at the top. I was that kid that everyone knew in school that dated everything compulsively, even noting the time of day I had written it. 
God, I was so immature, but he loved me regardless.
The letter was written in pencil when I was just fourteen years old. This means the note is over seven years old. It looks so used and aged and it makes me question what it’s seen and been put through over these years.
I start to read the letter out loud for only him and me to hear, “I know the shape of your face and I like how you wrinkle your nose when I say something silly, so I try to be that way a lot. I love you more than you love music and if you would let me, I would sing to your heart.”
I stop reading, not because I can’t continue, but because he’s astonishing me by continuing my written words, verbatim, without the letter to read from. His voice is husky and quiet. He has my letter to him memorized, word for word.
“No other person likes me as much as you do. You’re the only friend I have that doesn’t make fun of me when I cry or because I eat my M&M’s one color at a time.”
As he recites the words to me, he gives my verses a deeper meaning. Being that I was this same fourteen year old girl once, I’m lost in his voice, letting him take us back to our young lives and those memories.
“I’m really sorry I embarrassed you. I won’t bother you anymore.”
The way he says these words lends me the notion of how many times he must have read this letter. My eyes are welling and I’m not considering wiping away these tears. Let them run down my face. I don’t care. They are tears of joy.
“I’m going to marry you one day and I’m going to love you forever, even if you think that’s gross.”
Although these words were clearly written by an immature, starry-eyed, little princess, the words still hold true. I can’t listen to this anymore without becoming a blubbering mess and I refuse to let this moment be taken away. 
“Hem, you kept this?” He doesn’t respond. He only stops reciting the words for a second to look at me. 
“Honey, you kept this all these years.” It’s no longer a question, but a statement.
“I will wait for you.”
The final sentence at the end of the page says that, even then, I would wait for him.
Oh my God. 
I’m still holding the letter, my hands now a shaky mess. Drops of my tears have spilled onto the paper. Finally, he turns his body to me and sits up, touching my cheek with his calloused hands and gives me a smile that the fourteen year old girl inside me would have given up her designer wardrobe for. 
“I read it every day when I was gone. I thought if I could read that enough times, I wouldn’t forget your voice in my head. I didn’t know how to stop missing you after the first month, so I just accepted that it was impossible and I had this with me all the time. Sugar, you loved me like that then. You love me like this now?”
Quickly standing, I move to him, placing myself in between his knees and hold his head in my embrace and let him talk. “I love you, baby. This limbo is killing me all over again. I love you so fuckin’ much.” 
We are both lost in this happy to have each other again, but still lost in the emotions that have left us questioning each other.
“Hem, you know I’m unsure about a lot, but my love for you is the same.” 
“I know. You just need time. I just don’t want to waste any more of it. Sadey girl, I will tell ya, though, it doesn’t matter how much time you need or if we are never defined again. I will always love you, no matter what you choose.”
“I want to know something.”
“Know what, babe?”
“I’ve known all these years you were for me. When did you realize you loved me how I loved you?” I’ve never even thought to question this until now. Seeing him read my letter, the letter he saved, has me questioning when it was he decided that he and I were going to be an ‘us.’
He’s twisting his wedding band around his finger, looking down on it to avoid my stare. 
“Sadey, I never really decided anything. The feelings I have for you now are the same feelings I had for you when we were just kids, they just grew stronger over time. Eventually I saw you as a woman and not a kid, so the love came with more strength.”
“That’s not an answer. You’re dancing around this and we both know it. Are you ashamed, is that it? I mean, are you embarrassed to tell me? I really do want to know. It matters to me. I don’t know why, but it does.”
He looks at me, turning his body further to look directly into my eyes. “Sadey, honey, do you really need an exact moment? I woke up one morning and asked myself what my life would have been like without you in it. I remember it was the day you left for college and I knew I wouldn’t see you for a month. We were standing at my mom’s house and you were telling us all goodbye. You were getting ready to get into the car, the same car that you girls had overloaded with all your shit. You hugged me goodbye, as if I was nothing more than an afterthought. When I didn’t want to let you go, I think that’s when I knew. I was afraid to let you go. Now, more than anything, I’m afraid you’re going to let go of something that I just fuckin’ got.”
His words, they are everything I wanted to hear from him since I can remember…so beautiful. 
“You always did wear your heart on your sleeve, Hem.”
“For you, I did.”
He leans to me, kisses me with more love than I think I deserve right now for being angry at him for leaving. 
Unfortunately, we are abruptly interrupted with a knock at the door. Damn, sometimes this place is like Grand Central Station. It’s Cricket and he looks confused and half pissed. 
“Boss, Gunner is upset. He says he has a package for you and that it is important enough for you and Sadey to stop your shenanigans and get your ass downstairs ASAP. He’s serious too. Cussed at me until I got off my ass and came up here to get you.”
“Fuck. Alright.” 
Once Cricket closes the door, Hem and I stand close to each other. “Meant what I said. I would like to talk more about this, but damn if these clowns can’t handle a tiny baby for more than fifteen minutes at a time.”
I smile at his frustration, nod, and follow him downstairs.
Once we hit the commons I see that almost everyone is here. Mace, Shame, Honor, April, and Gunner look at us walking in the room and it doesn’t look good. Mace has tears in her eyes and April is staring at me like I’m about to disappear. Hem walks to Gunner and, as he does, I see Shame walk into Gunner as well and they all nod to head back into Hem’s office. 
Really not good.
“Mace, what’s going on?” She better start talking. I’m not in the mood after my morning of mayhem to pull her teeth to find out. Lucky for me, though, she’s at least trying to clue me in.
“Come here and sit for a few minutes, huh? I think you need to relax before I tell you exactly what’s going on.”
“No, I’m good. Out with it. “
April jumps in with her usual bluntness to give me the bad news I had expected, but it still takes me off guard. “Someone delivered pictures, like last time, Sadey “ 
“What? Last time? Pictures of what?” I look to Mace and get nothing.
“Of you, woman. They are pictures of you sitting on Hem’s bench at the cemetery. You are crying and someone was obviously watching you there.” 
“Why though? What would anyone care if I…” 
Realization hits me. Someone not so nice knew Hem wasn’t dead. They were watching me talking to his grave, looking at me for verification, to see if I believed my own words as I grieved.
“Sadey, you alright?” Finally, coming out of your trance now Mace? 
“No, Mace, I’m not alright. This is messed up.” 
I hear motion behind me and here comes a very pissed off Hem. I haven’t seen him this upset since I used my words to hurt him on his first night back. 
“No one leaves this place, you got that? None of you women leave this place. Gunner is going to get Cherry and Ace now. ‘Til I advise otherwise, you are to stick close to avoid incident.” 
Hem’s face is set in vehement anger, but he says nothing else after those instructions.
“Hem, I want to know why. April said someone took my picture at your grave. Who was it? I want to see the picture.”
“Not now, Sadey.” The brush off.
“Yes, now, Hem. This is about me. I want to see it.” The rebuttal.
“I just fuckin’ answered you and I said not now.” 
“It wasn’t a question, Hem.” I lean forward and rip what looks like an eight by ten black and white photo from his hand. He tries to jerk it from my hold, but I’m too quick. 
I study the picture for a few seconds and I see both Hem and Shame looking at each other with apprehension. I don’t see anything threatening about the picture, nothing at all. It’s just a picture of a lonely widow visiting her husband at his grave. The picture could have been anyone else doing the same. 
In the picture, I’m holding a Kleenex and I can see that I had been crying. I start to hand it back to Hem when I notice the writing on the back. I know, even before I look at it, that this is what has Hem so upset because he freezes in anticipation for me to look at it. 
“Bingo, daddy’s home. How’s the widow holding up now?”
I feel myself get weak as I stand. I’m not sure what to say other than to look at him for the answers he’s not giving me. His face tells me everything I need to know. I have seen this look on him before…at the hospital in Mace’s room the night she told Hem what Greyson did to her, how he hurt her. He made a deal with Warren later that night, a life for a life. Fear consumes me and I’m about to lose myself into grief for him again.
“Hem, you aren’t leaving. You’re not going to react to this. Do you hear me? I’m not losing you again, goddamn it.” 
I run to him and wrap my arms around his neck and hold him close to me. I foolishly think that if I hold him here that he’s become my hostage and he won’t, can’t, do anything stupid, but this is Hem and this is just the way he is.
“Let go, Sade.”
“You’re not leaving me again.”
“Let go, Sade. I’m not going anywhere right now.”
I grasp him even tighter, holding him to me with everything I have. “No, you’re not leaving me again. You’re not walking into something knowing you’re not coming back. I can’t do this again, Hem. This is exactly what I’ve been talking about. This!”
I feel Mace behind me, grabbing at my shirt. She’s whispering to Hem and I don’t give two shits about what she’s trying to get him to do. He’s not going anywhere.
He pulls at my arms, so I let go of his body and Shame is at my side, pulling me towards him, “Sadey, we knew this was comin’, honey. We’re going to deal with it and I swear to you on all that is good in my life, nothing happens to Hem this time.” 
I’m not looking at him. I’m studying his chest as he towers over, looking down at me. When I look back for confirmation that it will be okay, Hem is gone. 
“Shame, fix this shit or I will. Do you get that? I will fix it myself if you don’t.”
“Mace, handle her. She’s fuckin’ losing her damn mind. I’ve no patience for this and sure as fuck no time. The two of them are insane right now.” 
He kisses Mace on the top of her head and lets her go to look after me. “Do not fuck with this, you hearing me? Get Patrick to your mothers. Tell her nothing. Just do it.”
“They are leaving, Shame, for a week of vacation. I don’t want him away that long. Hem will flip his shit if I let that happen.”
“What the fuck is going through that damn red head of yours, Sadey? That’s exactly where he should be. You want him here? You want him in the middle of all this shit? Do what I’m tellin’ ya to do. Just do it for once without the mouth full of sass.” He doesn’t wait for my response. He’s gone to find Hem.
Well, fuck.



Chapter Twenty
 
“All thinking men are atheists”
-Ernest Hemingway
-One month later-
 
“Well, my ladies, we finally get our girls’ day. Who’s with me?” April says to all of us as testament that nothing can take away her ability to find a reason to have a good time…not even a seriously crazy stalker. She’s been begging Hem and Shame to let all the girls hang out together without the men or kids around putting a damper on things. She gets a bit annoyed with the barking from the guys and the kids crying while we all try to relax and talk. She, with no husband and no children, lives in a world without interruptions.
“I’m in.” 
Cherry has been clean for four weeks and two days, or if you ask her, thirty-three days, nine hours, and however many minutes. She finally came out to everyone about her past drug abuse and, with everyone’s support, she’s getting better. One day at a time, she says. She also admitted to everyone what Greyson did to her, bringing her back into the life of using. She told them all how he did his homework, knew she had a young child, was a whore, and was hooked on drugs for years. 
I’m trying to make the most of this, but since everyone is walking on pins and needles around here, it’s tough. “Mace is going to see her mom first, so she will meet up with us later. The boys are completely against this, just so you know. We have to stay here, at my place, with a guard watching at all times.” 
Honor was elected for babysitting duty, but he knows he isn’t allowed inside, under any circumstances. He most likely wasn’t elected, but volunteered so he could be near April. He hasn’t wanted her around this mess in fear that something might happen to her. 
April sighs heavily. “Whatever. Your stalker is gone. He is for today anyway. I need a mani and a pedi and you promised me. Get your stuff out, come on. I haven’t treated myself to anything in a long time. When you’re done here maybe you could cut my hair?”
“You know I don’t know how to cut hair, right? I will if you want me to, but you need to stop being such a boss and rushing me through this ‘cause I’ve seen your toes and I’m not equipped with a chisel and ,by the looks of you, that’s what I need to work those toenails, damn.” 
Shame, Honor, and Hem are packing the kids up for a playdate. The five of them are headed to the Harley store in town. How super fun for the kids. Glad they are still too young to realize this alleged playdate is a ploy for daddies to spend time at their own toy store. Hogs-R-Us, I suppose. 
None of the men appreciate what the girls are doing today. We’ve hardly been able to leave the club, let alone have some quiet girl-time together to talk about them behind their backs. Hanging around Peril on occasion is alright, but to be kept captive there is just too much. 
Nothing has happened since the picture was found outside the Clubhouse. Hem and Shame have been looking, asking, threatening, and gathering any information they can, but from all accounts it appears this lunatic has gone underground. Hem hates the quiet. He always has. He is willing to fight face-to-face, to the death, with any opponent worth his salt. It’s the invisible ones that bother him the most, especially after finding what we found in Greyson and Warren last year.
Shame sets Ryder down in his car seat and starts in on all of us, attempting to make his point clear. Of course he doesn’t have it in him to get onto April or Cherry. If they get pissed at him, they will stay pissed. He knows I love him too much to stay mad. It’s a personality trait I wish I didn’t have when it comes to Shame. 
“Sadey, this is your show. You are to do what we told you. Stay inside, leave Honor alone, and no goddamn funny business. He’s going to be parked right out front watching. Do not fuck this up. One hour, sixty minutes, that’s it. Do you understand me?”
Gunner is watching Shame take out his nervousness on me, but Gunner also looks edgy about leaving. “This is not a good idea man. They don’t need a girls’ day. Isn’t every fuckin’ day girls’ day now at the club? Shit, we got so much chick-shit around I’m starting to think my room needs a ‘facelift.’ And that’s not a good thing, brother.” I smile at him because I know April has been at him all month, trying to get in there and whip his room into shape. He doesn’t appreciate it.
I look to Gunner, giving him my fifth grade evil eye, which is the look saved for boys that are known to have those imaginary ‘cooties.’ “You’re going to ruin this for us. Stop worrying and do what you promised. You said one damn hour, just us. We get it. Give us this one damn hour. Make sure Hem doesn’t leave Patrick laying around in the store, either. You know when he gets into that place he loses all focus.”
Hem rounds the corner from the hallway. I don’t see him until I’ve been slapped on the ass hard enough I know I’m going to need to rest easy on it for the whole hour. 
“Shut it, Sadey. No different than you girls and that damn spa or whatever the fuck it is. Give me a kiss, wench, I’m leaving.” 
I move to kiss him with an error in judgment, thinking he was only asking for a sweet simple kiss, a love peck, something of that nature. I should have known better. The room erupts in laughter as I’m trying to work my way out of his hold. Jesus, this kind of display I expect from Shame, not Hem.
“Don’t get drunk. Stay alert. Have fun.” Shame’s final admonition.
“Oh sure, right, thank you. All kinds of fun to be had here, seeing how we are to stay sober, be on constant lookout, and wait for the men to come back to protect the damsels by dragging them back to be their quarters. Goodbye, Shame.” 
Turning around I look to the girls, wearing small smiles and focused on something behind me. Yet again, I’m slapped harshly on my ass. Damn it, that was my good side, too. 
With that, the men are off. Thank God.


“Have you talked to Ace?” Holy cow. Again with this, Cherry? 
 Shit.
“No, I haven’t. He’s kept his distance lately, trying to give Hem and I some space.”
“No, he’s waiting for you to leave Hem and fall madly in love with him. Don’t be dense, Sade,” April says to the table as she rolls her eyes. “He hasn’t loved you as long as you’ve loved Hem, but that hasn’t stopped him from hoping for his happily-ever-after with you.” 
Cherry has pinned me with her visual hold. She told me she loves Ace and, although we never discussed in what capacity, I feel bad for April twisting the knife into herself with her feelings for him.
I need to let this go, carefully. “He and I talked, just so you know. He’s well aware of my feelings for Hem. I never kept that from him and I’m sorry if that upsets anyone, but it is what it is.”
“Whatever. He loves you and I hate seeing him hurt. I’m not saying it’s your fault or you did anything to cause it, just sad is all.” As Cherry says this, she still has yet to drop her eyes from me.
April is sensing the direction this conversation is headed and attempts to stop it. “Whatever, guys. This convo is a downer anyway. We agreed, no talk of men or babies. Just well overdue pampering by our host, Sadey Marie. Paint my piggies, lady. Honor likes my toes. He has a certain fetish with them.”
“Oh, hell, no. We are definitely not talking about Honor and his fetishes. Did you know he used to work at ‘Ink’ downtown? Mace and I went to get our piercings and he was there. We were humiliated when we walked in and saw him standing there with that southern grin and that boyish face of innocence. To me, he has no fetish other than maybe he sleeps with a teddy bear, so stop.”
April smiles wide, about ready to laugh at me. “Oh, honey, but what he can do with just a small whip and a set of sturdy handcuffs. If you’re uncomfortable with that, then I probably shouldn’t mention that it was Ace that turned him on to that type of, ummm, stuff.”
Oh my God, she just did not.
Cherry smiles at her longtime friend, then makes a gagging noise. April and Honor, still going strong in a monogamous relationship. I love it for them both, I really do, however, I never thought of the sweet, honest, gentle, and loving Honor yielding a ‘small whip’ or getting off on cuffing a woman. I can’t get the visual out of my head now.
Ace on the other hand, is all drippy and sweet and has the heart of gold. However, after getting from him what I got on the porch that night, there were definitely some signals being sent that he could be hiding some secrets there.
Just fifteen minutes later the music is blaring. We are talking and laughing and I’m in the kitchen opening the first bottle of wine. This can’t be classified as a girls’ day, but it’s a piece of normal we’ve gone without since creeper has started threatening us.
Hem and I are still not living together yet, but not by his choice. Not that we are given that option anyway, since pretty much every night we stay at the club and when we don’t, we just crash here so he can spend some alone time with Patrick without the circus in attendance. I’m ready to commit to him fully. I just need life’s chaos to calm down long enough for us to set it right again.
While I’m in the kitchen making snacks and pouring wine I catch a glimpse of Cherry headed towards the front door. April starts to lower the music after seeing what Cherry is doing and she knows to stop her. She gets it. This is bad.
Cherry turns to us with her hand on the door handle and yells at us both thinking she’s going to be talking over the now muted music, “It’s Mace. She’s here, finally. Damn, we only have about forty five minutes left. She almost missed our fake girl’s day.”
April looks at me in relief. After hearing who is at the door, I immediately feel relief as well. Hell, so wrapped up in all the sex talk I had completely forgotten Mace was coming. I must say that just because the afternoon rule was to not talk about the boys, doesn’t mean we don’t sit and talk about the boys. I love hearing about Honor and Shame from my friends. It has been voted unanimously that we believe of all the men, Shame probably has the best moves and greatest stamina and, I also may add, that we unanimously agree that Mace is a lucky bitch and we hate her for it.
I walk to the living room where we have gathered with our wine and snacks and before I get a chance to greet my feisty friend Mace, I’m met with a fear that runs through my entire body as I hear Cherry’s words as she stands at the open door looking out, “Oh, my God. You’re him. You were here. It was you at the liquor store, I saw you.” The next thing I see, Cherry is on the floor after being hit in the head with blunt force from the butt of someone’s gun. 
April is sitting on the couch screaming in fear. I’m standing in the living room doorway motionless. Everything is happening so fast I can’t get it together. When I see the face that I will never get out of my head again, I swallow hard to look to Cherry who is now lying on the floor holding her head with both hands and crying. 
“Invite a man in?” He walks in unwelcome and comes right at me as if he’s been here a thousand times before and knows the layout of my house. April is quiet. She’s caught the gun in his hand and the knife harnessed around his waist. 
He carries himself well. He knows he’s easy on the eyes. He’s young, early twenties maybe. The scar on his eye is prominent but it doesn’t take away from his good looks; dark hair, blue eyes, olive skin, tall, lean, but not stocky. If I saw him on the street and he dropped something I wouldn’t hesitate to be sure he got it back, but that’s before forcing his way into my house, like this, ready to strike. Evil has many faces.
“Oh, God, don’t hurt us. Who are you? What do you want?” I’m looking at him stalking towards me and to the front bay window, from him to the window, back and forth. Honor.
He tilts his head to the side, looking like the madman he most likely is and his voice sears my every nerve. “Don’t hurt you? What’s the fun in that?” 
Before I can continue my plea, he heads to Cherry who is still on the floor and grabs her hair, pulls her up, and gets directly in her face maliciously. “I remember you. I got pictures of you and my brother. He said you were a sweet treat that liked to struggle. Also said you enjoyed some candy. You whores like the nose candy, don’t you? Don’t have any on me now, babe, but we’re gonna get through it just fine, aren’t we?”
He drags her to the couch where April is still sitting, unmoving. She’s not looking at him directly to avoid causing his attention to turn her way. 
Still standing in the doorway, I start to walk to a chair to sit down. He points the gun at me and I still. “No way, Sadey girl. You get the couch with the other two. It’s game time.” 
Fuck! He knows who I am and he knows Hem’s nickname for me, but I still have no clue who he is. 
“That what our boy calls you, sugar? Sadey girl? What the fuck kind of names are those for someone who looks like you?” He stares directly at my chest, then moves to my mouth and gives me a nasty smile letting me know he’s enjoying the view. “Sit your ass down. Fun’s about to start. Don’t want you to miss any of it by thinking you’re gonna go scrammin’ out of here.”
I look towards the window again, praying to God in my head for Honor to come save us from this cruel human being. As I walk to the girls, my prayer is answered, but not by God. Only Lucifer himself hears my appeals and he’s enthusiastic to answer them. “Dead. Don’t bother looking for him. Dead. He should be about bled out by now. Once the boys left, I spotted him outside. Fuckin’ technology is a bitch sometimes. Brother was focused on his goddamn phone and didn’t see me crawlin’ to him. One blow to the neck with my knife, down goes the hero.” 
He whistles eerily through his teeth as he mimics with his hand that our friend, Honor, went down quickly. God, no. I can’t do this again. Another life lost, another funeral, and, as I look to April, I know another broken heart.
April lets out a mangled cry, catching his attention. “Awwwe, pretty girl. He yours? Well, hope for you he had a good insurance policy. You could be a rich bitch now. As long as you win the game today anyway. If not you would just be joining him in hell.”
I move each arm to her and Cherry both. I’m in the middle clinging to them and they huddle to me for some false sense of safety. It’s all we have in this madhouse. 
“What do you want with us?” If I can stall long enough, Hem and Shame will be back with Gunner. “Are you looking for something? You can have anything you want.” I have no belief that my negotiations will be successful, but I’m going to attempt it, delaying his madness further.
“What do I want? Revenge, sweetness. Do you remember Greyson? Well, I’m sure you do. He talked about you and your boy Hem frequently. He wasn’t a fan of Hem’s, as you can gather. Can’t say whether he liked you much or not. I don’t know how he felt about stupid people.” He’s staring at me as if his mind is lost in memory. 
“I remember Greyson. He was with Mace.” Fuck, I shouldn’t have brought Mace into this. Mentally I’m still not connecting the dots, though. I don’t know this man. “I really don’t have any idea who you are.”
“Well, let me introduce you to Greyson’s brother. I’m Ty Meyer.” 
Fuck. The resemblance is likely, but I’m looking through a lens of fear. If I had to guess, Ty is Greyson’s little brother. He can’t be older than twenty-one to Greyson’s twenty-seven. 
April has settled down in my arms and she’s resting her head in my neck as we continue to huddle together. She is forming words to say out loud, but I’m gripping her arm tight trying to get her to not speak. I’m not successful. “Are you the one that was hired…the one that Warren…”
Psycho, now known as Ty, cuts her off. “Honey, I would have done this shit for free. Hem killed my brother. Raped him with tools before he killed him from what Warren had told me. Hem was supposed to be dead. Caught wind through the channels, though. He’s not dead. He’s been in California, but wouldn’t have known that had Ace not come back. I knew if I laid low long enough eventually the Hero to all, Hem, would come out of his hole, back to his precious Sadey Girl.” He looks at me hungrily and continues his verbal tirade. 
As he moves to the recliner across from us and sits down he continues, “Warren told me all about Hem and how he put Greyson on that prissy ass bitch daughter of his, Mace. Warren, fuck that man was just as crazy to kill Hem as Greyson was. I wasn’t allowed to meet her. I had to keep up appearances and the ex-convict brother really isn’t someone the likes of Greyson would be associated with in public. I wanted to, though. Fuck, I wanted a piece of that bitch. Greyson got all the fun, didn’t he? Hem, too. Look at you, woman. Fuck, I want some of that.”
He stares at me and smiles wide, sending me a mental assurance of pain. Then he whistles to capture my attention, eye to eye, once again. When I raise my gaze to his he’s still smirking, but this one is sinister in its own right. I want to be sick.
“Do you know the pain that’s involved when a person is gutted? Any idea?” He waves his knife around like he’s trying to bait us into being a part of this conversation. “A knife to the flesh is a fiery pain, but that’s not all. When the blade itself is moved around, that’s when you feel everything. It feels like your insides are melting. The radiating pain is enough to bring any man down to his knees begging for the pain to stop. I heard that Warren was gutted. Fucker died and didn’t take care of shit before he fuckin’ died. Greyson was raped, per se.” He smiles viciously before dropping the last statement, “Payback, to me, is all about tit for tat. Which of you ladies are stepping up to accept punishment?” 
He looks to April, who is a shaking and crying mess beside me. “Hey, since your boy is gone, you ain’t got no reason to be here. Why you cryin’? I’ve learned inflicting your own pain will keep your mind off the mental anguish you suffer. Lighten the fuck up.” He lifts his shirt and I am thankful at that moment the girls aren’t looking at him. He’s covered, completely covered, in scars. Line by faded line. Some are new and some are old. He’s a cutter. Shocker.
After licking his lips he pauses before looking back at Cherry, who is lost in her own head with memories of the night Greyson took her, raped her, beat her, got her high, and then brought her back to finish out her life in fear and loneliness. “Cherry, you got anything for me? My brother liked your taste. You have any of that for me or are you just a waste of crust now?” 
Cherry won’t look at him. She only shivers in my hold, buried in my side. “Stop, please. Leave them alone. It’s me you want, isn’t it? Take me. Use me. Do whatever you want, but leave April and Cherry out of it.” My bravery is about to crumble, and I don’t have enough reserve left to make it through this. I just need to keep stalling.
Before he has a chance to answer me, I hear a loud knock at the door. Fuck, Mace is here. Cherry and April both pull their heads up from my body to look at me. They know whose here and they fear for Mace as I do. She was Greyson’s and she’s the reason, in a sense, that he was killed by Hem.
“Well my ladies, looks like we have another party goer. Shit keeps gettin’ better.”
As he stands I hear the loud voice on the other side of the door screaming to get in. “Sadey, you fuckin’ bitch I know you’re here. Open the fuckin’ door. I told you to stay away from Ace and I swear to God I’m livin’ up to what I promised, bitch. I’m scratching your goddamn eyes out. Open … The … Fuckin … Door … Now.” 
Sylvie. Not good, but so much better than Mace. 
“I’m going to open this door. Not one fuckin’ word from you bitches or I cut her throat and make her first. Believe me on this, you will be sorry I didn’t make you first after seeing how the one in front goes down, clear?”
None of us say anything. We’re speechless and terrified of his promises.
He opens the door, his gun behind him and looks at Sylvie as if he’s the next door neighbor in for a bit of tea. She relaxes and scans him up and down and her tone immediately changes. “Well, look at you, soldier boy. My, Sadey is certainly burning the candle at both ends. First Hem, then Ace, and now…who are you?”
Without warning, catching her off guard, he grabs her by the arm and jerks her inside. She sees us sitting on the couch and the girls leaning into me, but it doesn’t register until he grabs her to him by her throat and shuts the door with his back foot. Her eyes are wide, but I don’t see any fear yet. He moves the gun to her temple and she stays silent. “Thatta girl. Show these ladies here some manners. You, move over there, sit on the floor with your hands in your lap, and do not fuckin’ move.” 
He takes his hands off Sylvie who looks straight ahead to the floor where she’s expected to sit and he asks her in quiet confidence, “Who are you? You someone to Hem?” Sylvie shakes her head ‘no’ and sits down at the end of the couch, nowhere near us. Of all of us, go figure she gets a free card. Ty won’t want her because Hem doesn’t want her.
He directs his attention to me now, “Sugar, are we expecting any more guests?” 
“No.” April and Cherry don’t give out a single flinch. They know I’m lying but won’t give Mace away. If we’re doing this, if we are to be killed, then I want Mace left out of it for as long as we can keep her off his radar.
“Good. Game time. Wondering though, where is the mighty Hem, Sadey girl?”
I don’t think fast enough to lie. “He’s out with some of the others. He will be back in just a few minutes.” 
“Let’s give him a call. That alright with you? He and I, we have a deal of sorts to make. His life for all of you … sound like a familiar game to you, Sadey girl? This time, though, he will be dead.” 
“Please. He has my son. Please don’t hurt my son. I will do whatever you want, whatever you want I swear.” It’s as if I’m pleading to no one. He doesn’t understand because he’s not capable of human emotion.
He picks his phone from his back pocket while continuing to talk, “Your son? You are worried about your son? Hem killed my brother. Greyson was my only family I had left. Parents are dead. Hem ruined my life. It’s his turn to see how that feels now. That’s fair.”
I feel the bile in my throat before everything comes up as I lean over and expel my stomach’s contents all over the floor. I don’t have much longer to keep my shit together. He’s telling me he’s going to hurt my Patrick. 
He looks at us and smiles like he’s ordering fuckin’ dinner. Jesus, he’s insane. “Okay little ladies, here we go. It’s ringing. Everyone be quiet and when he answers, let’s all say ’surprise’ at Shame as soon as he picks up, okay?” Holy fuck! He’s not only insane he’s off the charts mad.
I hear someone answer on the other end through the speaker, “You got Shame.” That’s all he says before Ty laughs in retort.
“No, I don’t got Shame, but I do got…” He scans the couch looking at each of us in order, “April, who is very upset about a parting Honor. I’ve got Sadey girl, and then I’ve also got Cherry, who ,from what I understand, is looking forward to me having a taste of her. Then I have a no name bimbo who made a pass at me when I opened the fuckin’ door. All your women whores, Shame?”
I don’t hear Shames response because Ty cuts him off mid-sentence. “No, you fuckin’ listen and you listen good. I’m about to play a game, a roulette of sorts. You’re going to tell me which game we’re going to play. You have five seconds to decide. Do we play eenie meanie miney moe, heads or tails, or duck-duck-goose? Five seconds little brother or do I get to decide for you?” 
The line is silent. I don’t know what is happening on the other end other than the scrambles and it sounds like Shame is covering up the hand piece to avoid psycho from listening.
Cherry has her nails dug into my lower back as she clings hard to me. I don’t feel the pain, just her fear. April still has her head buried into my neck and she’s sobbing in terror and heartache. I look to Sylvie who is still staring at the floor, no sign of fear coming from her at all.
“Well alright, I decide. We’re about to play duck-duck-goose.” He stands and then I hear Hems voice is coming through the phone and he’s screaming for me. I’ve done all I can to keep my shit together but as soon as the voice cracks through the phone I lose it. 
“I love you, Hem. I love you. Don’t bring Patrick here. Don’t come here. Don’t fuckin’ do it.” 
I’m stopped from speaking with a swift hit to the head, much like Cherry, only this one lands on my temple, temporarily knocking me off balance. April and Cherry have a hold of me so I don’t fall forward. The pain is radiating from my entire head and down into my spine. Before I gather myself I hear Ty tell them to shut up, that he’s trying to count. This is it, my end. I feel it. 
Ty continues walking the length of the couch back and forth to us while pointing his gun. “Duck-duck-duck-duck, you still there Hem? Duck-duck-duck-duck…” 
The phone is silent, then I hear the blast and feel its effects all over me. The screams surrounding me are tearing through my ear drums. 



Chapter Twenty One
 
“When you love you wish to do things for. You wish to sacrifice for.”
-Ernest Hemingway
 
-Hem-
A thousand emotions sift through my head as I hear what Shame is telling Gunner and me as we stand at the front door at the club. We had stopped here to get a load of the girls shit to take back to the house, our intentions were good. We were going to let them live at home again, with us being there of course. 
Shame is barely holding calm as he gets in my face telling me what’s happening at Sadey’s house. It’s a short ten minute drive from here. Once he tells me that this lunatic was about to play a game, I knew in my gut what the winner got. He’s holding the winning lottery ticket and his prize is a bullet to the fuckin’ brain.
Grabbing the phone I start to speak, telling the fucker to calm his shit down and that I’m on my way when I hear Sadey screaming in the background. “I love you, Hem. I love you. Don’t bring Patrick here. Don’t come here. Don’t fuckin’ do it.” It takes me all of one second to hear the blast coming through and the cries that erupt after.
Shame’s face is pale and Gunner is already in motion towards the hall closet where we keep a few guns behind a false wall in the back. He’s pulling everything out and Shame is following him, as if they didn’t hear what just happened on that call. 
I’m holding the phone trying to listen to what the fuck is happening there while the guys finish gathering our shit. I don’t hear anything else after the screams except his fuckin’ voice on the line again. “I’m going to kill them all, in turn. You come here now, alone, and let me have you. Once you’re here, they go free. Agree, or I shoot another one just damaging her enough to suffer. Little Sadey girl looks ready to volunteer. I would rush it if I were you, but thank fuck I’m not, ‘cause you’re almost dead.”
“Agreed. Be there in ten.” Then I’m quiet until the line goes dead. 
Mace comes walking in the room. She knew of our intentions to try to give the women some normalcy and she was helping us pack their stuff up. She was in on the surprise and agreed to miss this girl’s day to help. Shame hasn’t said a word to her and Gunner is playing stupid.
“Mace, keep the kids here. We’re going to be right back. I swear it.” I look into her brown eyes, I see Doc in them now and my determination to rid the world of this scum is validated. I swear to Christ this is not a replay of last year. 
She is speechless as she continues to watch Gunner carry shit out front. He’s working so fast that she doesn’t have time to register Shame coming up from behind her and kissing her neck, squeezing her body to his tightly. After the quick embrace, he spins her around he gives her the look. They always had the most fucked up way of communicating so no one could hear or understand it, but them. Any other time this annoys the hell out of me, but right now I’m not sure Shame could speak if he had to, so it’s a good thing she understands what he’s after. 
I hear her mutter. “I’m okay, Shame. Go. Whatever you’re doing, just watch out for Hem, and then come back.” Yeah, sissy, he’s going to watch Hem kill that fucker.
He wraps his arms around her again, holding her to him as if this could be the last time and his promises of safety were only for her benefit, but he’s no idiot. What we could be walking into, he knows.
No words are said on the way to Sadey’s other than quickly devising our plan of action upon arrival. Nothing more needs to be said. I’m not going to just give up and roll over this time. I don’t believe for a moment that Sadey was the target of that shot. He wouldn’t be dumb enough to kill her, yet. Fuck, I’m trying to only believe that so I get through this and might be able to stay focused.
April and Cherry are with them and I have no fuckin’ idea if Honor was in that room or not so we need to move forward not being sure if we have someone on the inside, waiting for us to join them in an ambush.
My mind is racing. I’m holding my fear at bay and I don’t have Sadey’s voice in my ear to calm me as I make my way to her. I only have a vivid memory replaying in my head of her as a kid, needing rescued.


“What’s up, Mama?” I pull her into a side hold as she’s busy making sandwiches for the girls.
“Patrick! What a nice surprise. I didn’t expect to see you today. Doc told me you have your hands full this week cleaning the latrines and cooking for the boys.” She smiles at me in jest, enjoying the fact that I’m nothing more than a housewife to all the brothers at Peril until I’m sworn in as part of the group. I love to see my mom smile. Sucks that this is at my expense, but whatever it takes.
“Thought I would stop in and see what you all were doing. Girls out swimming?”
“Yes, honey. They were playing Marco Polo a bit ago. I see Mace, but can you check on them? I hate that game. It makes no sense to me.”
I smile as I leave mom at the picnic table and make my way down to the small beach, more like a patch with sand that Shame and I made last summer for the girls. They like to pretend and use this as their tropical setting. 
I see Mace to my left, but when she looks to me I see that she’s nervous. “Patrick, I can’t find her. I can’t find Sadey. She was just here. We were playing a game, then she swam off.”
I start to walk towards her, but she points me in the direction of the embankment they are supposed to avoid. I fuckin’ knew one day one of these girls would go around there and get caught up with the underbrush laying beneath, where all the waves move debris during the storms. 
I make my way to the edge of the water and I can hear Sadey, but I can’t see her. “Mrs. Cash, please help. Mace!” She’s crying through her words and I can’t make out everything she’s saying after her calling out for help. 
Finally I see her face bobbing up and down in the water in panic and just as I suspected, she’s caught in that fuckin’ underbrush. Goddamn it.
“Mace! Get out and go get mother. Tell her to bring down the medical kit.” Instantly I remove my boots, cut, and shirt and I wade in, careful not to cut myself on something on the bottom in the process. Sadey spots me and her panic immediately eases. Once I make my way to her she breaks down in sobs of relief. 
“I forgot.” My eight year old little friend can read my face. She senses I’m pissed off.
“You fuckin’ forgot? You know damn well you’re not supposed to be past the tall oak, damn it. Don’t give me that shit, Sadey.” I’m pissed as hell at her for putting herself in danger. She’s been to this lake almost daily every summer for three years and she knows damn well not to swim past that point. Too many dangers linger around there and should be avoided. 
Her arms are around my neck and she’s pulling at me, trying to keep her hold. I slip under water to remove the tree vine that has cemented itself to the bottom during its growth. Once she’s free and I’ve secured her around the waist, I dredge with her to the lake’s shore. My mom is already there with the medical kit waiting for us. Her face is full of concern as she starts walking towards us. Mace is standing by mom in a towel and tears are streaming down her face. 
“Sadey Marie Lyons, you scared me!” Mace screams at her and she looks almost as pissed as I am. My mom just stares at us coming towards her. I’ve got Sadey cradled like a child in my arms as her bloody ankle dangles towards the ground.
“Patrick, honey, put her down. Let me look at her.” Mom inspects a cut on her leg and pats her thigh in comfort. “There, there, honey, you’re alright. It’s just a small cut. Let’s get you cleaned up and after that we will go inside and get you some ice cream.”
“Right mother, rub some food on her stupidity, and reward her irresponsible behavior.”
“Patrick Collins, enough. She’s already scared. Do not upset her any further.”
I look to Sadey; her immense green eyes filled with tears behold me. I’ve hurt her feelings in effort to rid my anger and concern, thinking something could have happened to her if I hadn’t checked on them. 
I look at her, tempering my voice and stare, “Sadey girl, you alright?” She just nods in response.
“Sugar, you’re fine. I’m not pissed at you, alright?”
Again, the affirmation that she hears me, but she doesn’t believe me. 
“Mother, I’m going back to the house. Warren home?”
“No, honey, he’s working today, catching up at the office. Go grab some pajama pants to change into. I will wash those jeans and get them to you. Don’t drip all over the floor either. I just got done mopping.”
Good. Dear old step-daddy is gone. Thank fuck for small favors. 
Once I’m in the house I find Warrens stash of Jack Daniels whiskey and down two shots. I’m on the brink after picturing Sadey’s face going up and down in the water before I got there. Little shit has no idea how to make a decision for her own damn good.
As I put my shot glass in the sink I hear her come in behind me, then feel her grabbing me around the waist from behind with both her small arms and pull me to her in a tight hug. “I’m really sorry. Don’t stay mad at me. I won’t do it again.”
I pat her back to ease her worry. “Baby, I’m not mad. I’m upset, there’s a difference. What would you have done had Mace not have found you, had I not found you?” 
“You would have made your way to me, Patrick. I know you would have.”


Yes, baby, I always make my way to you. Hold out for me now, sugar.
Looking outside Sadey’s house you wouldn’t think anything was necessarily wrong. Walking past the van, looking to verify if Honor is inside or not, Gunner stops when he sees him. He’s so damn calm, even during a crisis, it’s sometimes hard to tell if he’s just fuckin’ with you or not. He wouldn’t fuck about this right now, though. He’s dead calm and serious. “Honor’s down. I’m calling 911. We can’t do this one alone.” He opens the van door and leans in as Shame and I watch the house to be sure no-one threatens this situation further. 
“Fuck, there’s a lot of fuckin’ blood. I’m calling Raider to come stay with him. We need all of us if we’re going to get inside and make this quick.” As he says that, I can see Shame is manic in contrast to Gunner. His face is set with determination to end someone’s life. Gunner and Honor are close. They came to the club about the same time, making their bond all that much stronger. 
Gunner finishes the call to 911 and comes around to us again, covered in Honor’s blood. The house has remained quiet so far, until another scream erupts. 
We round up to the house, ducking under all windows. If the lunatic knows we are here, he’s not moving. I have yet to hear the sirens that Gunner requested and we most likely only have about three minutes to end this before the city’s best and most qualified fuck-ups make the scene.
We have a plan to get in. We discussed it briefly on the way here before we all lost ourselves in our fear of the unknown. Gunner and Shame are going through Sade’s back door and window while I knock on the front to draw his attention. It’s not much, but not fifteen minutes ago we heard shots fired without knowing who is down. 
Once Shame and Gunner have rounded the back I let out a deep sigh, still uncertain what’s happening inside. If my girl has been hit, I need to keep my shit together so I can get April and Cherry out safely. 
I knock on the door twice with heavy anticipation. Let the games begin. 
Fuck, they could be twins. This has to be Grey’s younger brother, fuckin’ Ty Meyer. I had heard Warren mention him the night he was attempting to murder my ass, but I hadn’t given another thought to him since. 
“There you are, motherfucker. The guest of ‘Honor.’ Did you catch that little joke?” He’s pointing the gun at me and he thinks he’s fuckin hilarious, making jokes at my boy in the van, who is near death. It’s taking everything in me not to react right here on the front porch, but I need to wait for Shame and Gunner to get their aim. 
Just as he motions me I catch sight of a much bloodied body on the floor. I can’t make out who it is since there is so much blood, so as I glance to the couch I quickly assess who it could be. Immediately, I see Sadey carefully protecting her girls the best she can, but she’s visibly hurt. I see April and Cherry on either side of Sade, holding her up. This leaves fuckin’ Sylvie, the bimbo Ty mentioned. She’s dead, with that much blood and her not moving. She’s gotta be dead. 
With no time to mourn, I take another glance at the girls on the couch. My eyes immediately draw back to my girl. She’s biting her lip, staring into my eyes, willing me to hear what she’s wanting to say. I can’t. I can’t focus on her without losing my focus to kill this son of a bitch, so I turn again into Ty. 
“Sit, Hem, in that chair. I’ve got a deal to finish.”
I say nothing as I enter the living room. I worry that any one of those girls will lose it if they know what I’m about to put into play. They don’t know of the small cavalry behind them, in the window, about to take down this monster.
I see Shame’s head underneath the windowsill. Not a time for humor, I get that, but damn if that giant has any camouflage ability. Now I really need to step up the game to ensure this fucker doesn’t look behind my girls, see Shame’s head, and start shooting. 
I notice Cherry sitting up. She sees Gunner in the window. I give her a hard look as the lunatic draws toward me. She needs to stay quiet and not get lost in her relief to see the men behind her.
“You wanna kill me, fucker? Do it. That’s why I’m here.”
“Hem, no! Shut up.” Sadey is frantic and that’s the last thing I need. This is exactly what I feared from her. 
“Will do. If your girl doesn’t shut the fuck up, I’m going to waste her first and let you watch.” 
I give Sadey a look to calm her. She’s not budging. He interrupts our wordless conversation, “Not so big and tough now, are you? I waited your ass out. I knew you’d fuck up, leave your woman alone, and come here running with your tail between your legs in surrender to save her, again.”
I’m about to goad him, keep him talking to give Gunner time to position himself. I see his head in full view as this cluster-fuck in front of me keeps his aim on me. “Took you long enough. You leave your love letter at my door, then you wait? Sounds like someone got nervous. Been waiting to meet ya for over a month.”
“Actually, I wanted to kill your girl first. Glad she’s here to watch you die though. There’s a certain satisfaction for me in that. Happy I got to play with her a little before then, too.”
Finally I’m hearing sirens. So does Ty. He takes the gun and points it directly at my forehead. I feel the barrel pressing into me. I close my eyes and picture Sadey coming down the aisle to me on our wedding day. My only solace is knowing if I die right now, my girl’s going to live long and happy. May be too late for me, but Shame will let nothing harm her when he’s this close to stop it. 
She cries out and, although I can’t see it, I feel the gun’s barrel adjust on my forehead and I know he’s turned around to hear what she’s screaming at. My reflexes quickly register and I grab his arm and stand. I’m bigger, stronger, and more skilled than he is, so I move his arm up, pointing to the ceiling and at the same time I hear the gun go off. I yell to Sadey to get the girls the fuck down. 
Shame shows up at the window. I see him break it with the butt of his pistol. Now he’s trying to aim without hitting me and I move my body into an awkward position so that I can push this fucker off me, even if he still has the gun in his hand.
Shame doesn’t hesitate. Shooting through the window, one shot, the lunatic is down. He’s dropped the gun, but he’s alive with only a shot in the back. Cherry gets off the couch and runs to the rear of the house in terror. April runs towards the front door, opening, then exiting quickly. She’s of a mind to see Honor. 
“Sadey, get the fuck up and get out.” She’s still. She’s not listening to me. Staring at me without any emotion tied to her face, she remains sitting on the couch. Her eyes are swollen from tears and her temple is bleeding so much blood that it’s dripping to her shirt. 
Once she registers I may have this under control, she stands up on shaky legs and walks toward me. “Sadey, I said get out. Now go!”
“Patrick, give me the gun.”
“Fuck no. Get the fuck outta here. Sirens are here. Tell them they are good to enter.”
“Give me the gun, Patrick.”
She only calls me Patrick when she’s pissed, upset, or about to do something incredibly stupid. 
Shame enters through the window, careful not to get cut in the process. He grabs Sadey by her shoulders and pulls her back. She’s not lost eye contact with me for a single second. She looks about as crazy as the fucker who’s lying on the floor moaning in pain. 
He starts to sit up and with that Shame pushes Sadey aside, roughly moving her behind him. He then takes aim at Ty’s chest and shoots. With that, bingo, he’s dead. Guess he won the little game he was playing.
Shame doesn’t show many emotions, but once again I see that look that I remember from years ago. We had walked in on his father beating his mother to death, literally. Shame lifted his gun, took aim, and shot his father dead as his mother lay lifeless on the kitchenette floor.
As I look at Shame, disturbed at the place I know he is in, I’m alarmed seeing him hold that gun the way he’s holding it. Psycho is dead, he’s not coming back, but Shame’s memories are. Sadey, my brave girl, doesn’t hesitate as she walks to Shame and grabs the gun from his grasp, pointing it to the ground.
The fuckin’ cavalry have the house surrounded, even though Gunner’s protest that it’s good, that we’re good. Shame says nothing as he makes his way to the front door, opening it, and, even though he’s met with a the local fuckin’ firing squad who have their guns drawn on him, he casually puts his gun back behind him in his jeans and walks towards them. 
I grab my girl, who stands staring at me speechless, take her outside, and sit her down next to the second ambulance that has just arrived. Gunner is making his statement and Shame is standing beside Honor as they work to stabilize him before packing him up onto the ambulance. 
Sadey cuts loose of my hand and runs to Shame. She wraps her arms around him firmly and pulls at his neck to bring him to her eye level. He’s still yet to show any type emotion after killing this son of a bitch, but he grabs my girl with both his arms and brings her to him, lifting her feet off the ground to his own level. She says something in his ear and he cracks a small smile. She walks towards me and, as she’s walking, he calls for her.
“Sadey.” He is grinning ever so slightly. Her eyes leave mine and she turns to look back at Shame. “I love your face, too, baby.” Then I hear Shame’s phone ring and when he looks to the ID on the screen, his face changes from Shame’s past life the one he’s livin’ in now. That has to be my sister calling. He answers, he smiles, and then he laughs. She must be giving him some fit for not checkin’ in. 
Eyes full of tears Sadey turns back to me from witnessing Shame’s litany of quick changes and carries herself directly into my waiting, open arms. “Can we ever just have some peace around us, Hem? Maybe, if only a week?” 
“Told ya, baby, I’m not all rainbows and horseshoes, but I can promise to try.” I squeeze her tight in my arms and her face is in my neck, letting out a heavy cry, finally.
Gunner is finished with the police. “We’re taking off, going to follow the ambulance. Fucker missed his carotid artery by a cent. Lost a lot of blood, but the hospital’s on standby, waitin’ at Memorial.” 
“Sadey, go with Gunner. I need you to stay with April and Cherry. All of you are to get checked out. I’m going to hang back with Shame, help sort this, then meet you there.”
“Hem, I love you. I’m so sorry for this.” I pull her off me to look at her. 
“What are you sorry for? You didn’t do this. Hell, I’m the cause, not you.”
“No, I’m sorry for this.” She puts her hand on my heart. “I’m sorry for breaking it. I get it now. I get why you would do what you did with Warren. I offered the same to Ty, to keep you safe. I would do it again.” She’s being sincere, heartfelt, and damn, could I love my woman any more than I already do?
“I know, sugar. We will talk later, okay?”
She stands on her tip toes, pulling my head down to her so she can reach, similar to how she did with Shame just minutes ago. She’s offering her beauty and kindness, body and soul, to us in thanks for being there as we were. 
She kisses my temple, then my nose, then my cheek, and finally, she reaches my lips. She holds nothing back. Sadey has never been one for a public display, but fuck if she doesn’t give a rat’s ass right now. 
In front of the police, medics, and our friends, my girl gives it to me hard and rough. I don’t even know what to do with it. Once she stops she beams at me through the continuous tears that are falling down her face.
I don’t crack a smile as I see Gunner standing behind her rollin’ his eyes at her display. He’s embarrassed and most definitely not used to this sort of act coming from Sadey. Gunner can’t help but stop her. “Woman, can you do this later? My best friend is headed into surgery, Mace is chewing Shame’s ass, and seriously, I do not need to be driving you all around while you’re all cryin’ and shit after watching you toss your tongue down Pres.’s throat. Can you guys please, for fuck sakes, do this shit later?”



Chapter Twenty Two
 
"And you'll always love me won't you? Yes! And, the rain won't make any difference? No"
-Ernest Hemingway
 
Three weeks later…
-Sadey-
Three weeks it’s been since the drama ended at my house. Ty is dead. The police filed this away as self-defense on Shame’s behalf after countless interviews from all of us. Shame didn’t make anything easier by telling the police that they were delinquents, taking their time getting to us because they despise Peril. 
Honor survived, but is still recovering. He lost a lot of blood and has a lot to come back from, but he’s biding his time during the hospital stay and using it to try to convince April that life is short and to marry him. She won’t say yes. Mace and I have talked to her several times about it, but she won’t budge. She has no interest in marriage or kids or anything resembling domesticity. 
Cherry is back to using. After everything that happened that day she has openly admitted she went back into her dark habit, but tells us she has ‘control over it.’ We are currently in the process to stage an intervention.
Ace heard of Sylvie’s death through Shame. Those two don’t see eye to eye and in effort to keep as much emotion out of the news as possible, Shame said he wanted to talk to Ace. Surprisingly, Ace was upset, but told Shame it wasn’t anyone’s fault but her own since she came over to my house to start more shit. 
Gunner is no different. He’s single, brotherly protective, and spends his time at the hospital when he’s not working at the club, pushing Honor to get better faster. 
Hem and I are together again, officially. The plans are to have another wedding. His plan, not mine. I never considered him anything other than my husband; however, he can’t let go of the idea that Ace and I were ‘messing around’ while he was away and he wants to piss on what is his again, marking his property, as soon as possible. When I told him all about Ace and I and our involvement while he was in California, he wasn’t surprised, but still very pissed off. So he is requesting, no scratch that, he’s requiring a vow renewal. Jesus, men.
Today, Hem and I spent the day shopping with the boys. Mace asked Hem, no, she told Hem that she owed Shame for his heroics the day of the Ty drama. She requested that Hem and I take the boys for a few days so she and Shame could relax together, no distractions. Right, relax my ass. Shame does not relax, ever, when Mace is within grabbing distance.
Two young boys at one time have proven to be the most effective form of birth control known to a woman. I don’t want to think about how hard twins would be. With the constant feeding, changing, entertaining, and every other whim that needs taken care of with these two, I’ve lost my will to have sex for the time being.
As Hem and I pull up to Mace’s I hear Hem sigh in relief. Since tonight we are going to Peril for the weekly party and my parents are taking both Ryder and Patrick, he is excited to have me to himself again, even though it’s only been a few days. That idea warms my heart, not to mention other parts of my anatomy.
Shame’s truck and Mace’s car are in the driveway. Just a few more steps and we are child free. Hem opens the door with Patrick’s car seat and I follow him in with Ryder’s. As Hem enters the house in front of me, I hear an instant blood curdling scream coming from Mace and with the events that have taken place in the last month, I’m nervous to see what’s inside. I push Hem forward so I can see what’s happening, but he’s pushing me back and he’s speechless.
Before I can register what’s in front of us, which is a very hot, clearly aroused, smiling, naked Shame, Hem has pulled my back to his front and he’s covering my eyes with his hand, cussing out loud like a damn sailor.
Hem is livid. “Jesus Christ! Are you two kidding me?” Mace is screeching for a blanket and Shame is laughing. “C’mon man. Cover your ass up for all that is decent. Tell me we have not watched your spoiled ass child the last three days and three very long nights so you could have at my sister over the damn kitchen table the whole entire fuckin’ time.”
Shame laughs. Although I can’t see him through Hem’s hands over my eyes, I know he’s not moved from his seriously hot, naked and aroused state as he stands in front of Mace, covering her from Hem’s view. 
The right thing to do would be to leave, turn around, and walk out the door, but I don’t want to suggest that because this is the most fun I’ve had with my friends in months. I’m loving that it’s at the expense of both my overbearing and moody husband and his brat of a sister, but also my best friend, Mace. 
“Shame, cover your shit. Gimme a fuckin’ break here, man.” Hem is pleading with him to avoid me seeing a show that I would pay good money to see.
Shame is still laughing as I hear him moving and can assume he’s throwing Mace a blanket from the chair. Then he starts pulling on his jeans. I can safely assume this as I hear a zipper and Shame’s voice modulate with his movements. “Why you so worked up, man? You’ve seen all my shit before. We used to fuck girls together. I have no indignity in what I got.”
Hearing that, Mace and I both, at the same time screech in harmony, “What?”
Hem loosens his hold on my face, telling me Shame’s ass is finally covered. “Thanks a lot, you fucker. Not so sure they knew about us and our partaking in sexual experiences together.”
Mace is sitting at the kitchen table, the same one she was just bent over, with a blanket draped around her. She’s pissed about the threesome comment. She’s well aware of Shame’s past and how he used sex as a coping mechanism, but now, throwing her brother into the fact, has pissed her off. “Sadey, dammit, I knew we should have taken that jock, oh what was his name, Trevor, up on his offer to fuck him toge…” 
She can’t finish her sentence because, at the exact same time, both Hem and Shame bellow out their own duet, “Shut up, Mace.” She smiles wide at me and I return it. Gotcha bitches, take that.
Shame is hurt by her attempts to get him rattled. “Would think my future wife would already know how I used to be, but it wouldn’t be a matter because I’m all hers now. Fuck, I was hers during those sexual experiences, but she just didn’t know it yet.”
I look to Hem and he to me. Did he just refer to her as ‘future wife?’
“What did you just call me?” Mace caught it too. Interesting.
Shame looks at her like she’s lost a nut. “What the fuck you asking me, woman? Future wife, yeah, what of it?”
“Shame, you’ve never proposed.” She’s acting as if he wouldn’t remember asking. 
He rolls his eyes in response and answers, “It’s implied.” 
Oh shit. No, Shame. Retract! Retract that statement.
“Implied? Your marriage proposal to me is ‘Implied?’ That’s how you’re asking me to marry you?” 
Hem laughs behind me. I’m trying to control my own, but damn, this is tough. It’s also A-W-E-S-O-M-E. Mace has herself all worked up. Even though she and Shame aren’t the lovey and romantic types, the love they have for each other matches what Hem and I have, bit for bit. 
“Woman, do you need me to spell this shit out to you?”
“I don’t know, Shame, do I? ’cause I thought that asking someone to marry you should be more than just an implication, you asshole.”
Shame is annoyed at her inability to understand his meaning. He loves her and just assumed they would live forever, together, happily ever after. He stalks toward her, grabbing her face, not caring the least if Hem and I are witness to any of this. 
“Woman, you have my bed. You have my child. You’re going to have the rest of my children sooner than later. You sure as fuck think you can lead me around by my cock, when you’re not suckin’ on it or ridin’ it. So yeah, it is implied that one day you’re going to be my wife. You sure as shit won’t be anyone else’s for as long as I fuckin’ live on this earth. So yes, recognize it for what it is, damn it. Implied.”
She’s only looking at Shame. He’s only looking at her. The world has fallen away from them both and this moment is something to mentally note for each of them. 
“I don’t know what do to with this, Shame.” She looks away from him to her feet.
“Say yes. That’s what you can do with it.” The air has left the room, the anticipation smothering us. This is his proposal. He’s doing it right now, so that it’s no longer implied. 
God, I love my friends.
“You don’t even have a ring, Shame. You can’t be serious.” 
Her voice is quiet and I know my best friend. I can hear a lace of disappointment in her reception to his so called proposal. She wanted more. She wanted the flowers and chocolate. 
This is Shame, though. He’s one of the most beautiful people I know in the world. He loves her fiercely, and he wouldn’t let her down if there were anyway at all to avoid it. I know this moment. I had this moment and my eyes are filling with tears of happiness for her.
“Babe, you kidding me with this?” He walks past her as he mutters quiet curses under his breath, to the closet off the kitchen as Hem and I stand literally frozen to our spots. 
Shame is wearing nothing more than a pair of jeans that remain unbuttoned. She’s in a long blanket that’s still draped around her. All eyes in the room follow Shame as he rounds the table back from the closet, stands in front of her to catch hold of her eyes with his, and gets on one knee and grabs her left hand in his right. 
“You make things a fuck of a lot harder than they need to be, sweetheart. You make me fuckin’ crazier than even I’ve thought possible. Saying that, you’re still mine. Now, woman, I’m going to ask you to marry me, you’re going to say yes, you’re going to give me two more boys, and we are going to live happy and free, for-fucking-ever.” 
She’s staring at him in complete shock. He bought a ring, he’s asking her to marry him, and he’s just described what his happily-ever-after looks like with her in it. She has yet to answer him, though.
“Shame, if I don’t say ‘yes’ to this, what will you do?” Her mind is working a plan. She knows where she’s leading him. She’s done it all her life, the little manipulator, I think as I smile to myself. 
Shame looks up at her in concern and stops in motion of slipping the ring around her finger. “What the fuck are you saying now? This really wasn’t a debate, was it?”
“I mean, if I don’t give you the answer how you want it, what happens? Will you tell me what my answer is going to be?” She uses her right hand to move his hair that has fallen to his forehead. She’s using it as a distraction so she doesn’t laugh.
“Fuckin’ Mace Cash, Jesus-God-All Mighty, I wasn’t kiddin’ when I said you make shit harder than what it should be. I sure as fuck wasn’t kiddin’ when I said you won’t be marrying anyone else. So you want a husband and family, sweetheart? I am your only option. I don’t need you to answer, it’s happening. It’s fucking forgone.”
“Honey, you misunderstand.”
Now he finally gets it, slow learner that he apparently is. “Mace, I swear to Christ I will beat your ass and I don’t mind others watchin’.”
“I love you, Shame. You’re a good man for me, still a good man, despite being so much older. All that said, it doesn’t mean I don’t need some persuading.” 
He’s on her. Shoving the ring on her finger, grabbing her face, sucking at her lips veraciously, as she lets out a small giggle once he releases her. “Yes, baby. I’ve always been yours, so marrying you isn’t something I hadn’t seen coming.”
“Fuck, I love you.”
I turn my body into Hem for no other reason than to hold him closely. He’s giving her the flowers and chocolate, his way.



Chapter Twenty Three
 
“Maybe ... you'll fall in love with me all over again."
"Hell," I said, "I love you enough now. What do you want to do? Ruin me?"
"Yes. I want to ruin you."
"Good," I said. "That's what I want too.”
-Ernest Hemingway
 
“Hem, don’t stop. I’m close.” 
My legs are spread for him and he’s devouring me as though he’s starved for weeks. His tongue dips inside me, then moves up to circle my clit, then back down into me again, rewind-repeat-rewind-repeat as I become unwound. “Fuck me, oh my God, do not stop.”
Suddenly, I know I’ve gone too far. He lifts his head and looks at me, those dark brown eyes are simmering and I see my arousal glazing over his face. 
“Sadey girl, I think I got this and could go without the commentary and sass.”
Yeah, I went too far.
“Sorry, sorry, sorry. Continue.” I push play, but abruptly hit pause. I just want some assurance. “Just don’t stop.”
He gets annoyed with my verbal instruction, but at times it helps me get him riled up the way I like, and it appears it’s worked again. 
“Turn over, give me your ass. All fours, baby.” 
Exactly.
“Wider, Sadey.” 
Fuck, yes.
He’s behind me watching, but hasn’t touched me yet. He loves to make me wait him out, until I can’t wait him out any more, so I start to touch myself for some self-satisfaction. 
I move my hand off the bed and go to find my clit, but before I do, he’s behind me, ready to strike. I let him believe he’s in charge, but I know I’m doing what I need to do for him to drop his control. Once my hand makes my way to my center, he’s inside, giving me what I was waiting for. 
“Fuck me, Sadey, you’re mine. Say it for me, sugar.”
I’m so high right now with my impending release I would tell him the sky was made of grape jelly if he wanted me to. Hardly fair to him, but whatever keeps him going.
“Yours baby, I love you.”
He gives me a swift smack on my ass which sends me into euphoria. He feels me squeeze him and then I get completely finished. His pace picks up faster and harder on cue and he delivers as I murmur quietly, “Fuck me, Hem. Give it all to me.” He lets out a ragged moan and stills within me, emptying all of himself with the final thrust. 
We don’t use protection. We haven’t since he got back. Hell, we never even used it before, so now I’ve got another secret. I’m telling him tonight that we’re going to have another child. I’ve just found out this past week that I’m four weeks along. Mace doesn’t even know yet. She may be pissed I’m not telling her first, but this is his to own first.
I’m not afraid of losing him this time. We’re solid again after everything we’ve been through since his return. We’ve gone through our fair share of shit and this time he’s not leaving me to carry and deliver this child without him. He’s mine again. I’m so thankful to have him with me, for good.


Walking into the Club tonight feels different. I feel free. I spot Cherry sitting at the bar with Ace. She’s laughing at him and he’s scowling at her. Maybe I’ve over thought how she feels about him. Looking at the two of them now, it appears they are more like brother and sister than what I had originally hoped for them.
“Bug, what are you doing here alone?” Smart ass.
“I’m not alone, Ace.” He’s not going to ruin my mood with his usual antics. 
Cherry looks at me and smiles, trying to ease the growing tension between us.
“My bad. Figured since his paws weren’t on you for every moment that classified you as being here alone.” Yep, smart ass.
I let out a big smile because I see Hem rounding up behind him and before Ace catches the intent of my smile, Hem has already smacked him in the back of the head. “Aren’t you leaving town yet, man? Thought you were headed back to Cali?”
“I’m going, old man. Chill your weary bones already. Came to say goodbye is all. I’m going back tonight.”
“Fuckin’ hell, thanks for that.” Hem comes to me and pulls me into him. Ace lets a small smile play on his lips as he looks at us.
Cherry stands abruptly, coming to me, more like coming at me. “Hem, I’m taking your woman for a bit. Girl time. Is that alright?”
Hem reluctantly lets go of me and growls at her, “No, it’s not alright, damn it. Why the hell you guys need so much fuckin’ girl time for?” 
“I need to talk to her about my period, child birth, the latest Bette Midler movie, and how to achieve a vaginal orgasm without the help of a man.” She’s so straight faced I’m thinking she really wants to talk about this shit, now?
“Take her, she’s yours. Twenty minutes, Cherry.” If she had thrown in personal hygiene products specifically, she’d a got another 10 minutes. Hem doesn’t like to talk about any of those said topics. He avoids them even with me, at all cost. Especially how to obtain a vaginal orgasm without him. Those are off limits…unless he’s present to watch or enjoy.
Cherry turns to me, grins, and pulls me away from the boys. 
Once we hit the kitchen, she pulls me into a strong held hug. “What’s this for?” I say into her shoulder, trying to catch my breath.
She pushes me away from her small body, but keeps my arms held in her hands, squeezing them tightly as if I might float away. “I want to tell you goodbye, without everyone around. I already told Mace and April. Now, I want to tell you.”
“Honey, what are you talking about?” Before I finish my question it dawns on me. She’s really smiling. “Wait. You’re going with Ace, aren’t you?” 
“Yeah. He said I could and he would help me get clean, for good, and get Decklan back. He told me he needs a wench to do his laundry, cleaning, and make him meals. I don’t have the heart to tell him until we get there that I have no idea how to do any of that.” She blushes because we know she and April have zero domestic skills or abilities, even if their hearts alone can take care of any man they choose.
I hug her tight to me again in a warm embrace. My nose is stinging, threatening tears for several reasons. I’m glad she’s leaving the bad memories here. They don’t belong with her. She’s going to have help finding sobriety and may get her son back. I’m also happy Ace won’t be alone. Although he and I now have a mutual understanding; I know he still loves me and the thought of him going back to California alone with a broken heart, without with me, was weighing heavily on my mind.
“His little sister is there. She’s thirteen and he said she wants him home. His grandmother is getting older and needs more help with Sarah than she used to. Apparently, I remind him of her and he says she and I will get along ‘splendidly.’ Unsure where or why Ace learned that word, but he’s confident it will work out, so I am too.”
I move her dark hair from her face, putting it behind her ear. She’s smiling at me in relief of my approval. No matter how she and Ace love each other, their bond has always been there and it is something to share together, not across the miles of states between here and Cali.
“I’m happy for you Cherry, so happy.”
“Thank you, I am too. Thank you for everything. I mean that. You didn’t ever have to be my friend. What I came from, you know, you over looked and didn’t judge me once. I’m going to miss you, Sadey. I’m sorry for saying what I said to you about Hem that morning. I was not myself and I was pissed at you only because I was jealous of everything you had with Hem.”
Her eyes are rimmed with the beginning of tears and I don’t want tonight ruined, even with happy tears, so I scrunch my face and yank on her hair to get her to stop being emotional and we laugh. “C’mon, get me back to my man and please feel free to taunt him with cramp talk and childbirth horror, okay? I wouldn’t push it with Bette Midler, though.”
We walk back to the guys and finally I spot Mace. When I left her this afternoon in Shame’s arms, in nothing more than that damn blanket, she was not put together. She was emotional and worn out from his proposal, and I’m sure the long three days of sex didn’t help her tired state of being. 
We left the kids with them and had intended on going to buy them an engagement present, however Hem drove us right back to our house, where he took me again and again until his point was made that going forward we will no longer be taking Ryder for any longer than an afternoon. I enjoyed all of this lesson. His teaching it to me was important to him, but, aside from playing well with others, I’m a star pupil and I believe I earned my ‘A.’ 
Mace makes her way to me, drink in hand. My friend enjoys her vodka. She stands close to me, offering a drink. I immediately decline and at that she nearly screams in my ear, “I knew it, Sadey Marie. I knew you were pregnant again.” 
Well, son of a bitch.
I look around the room before hissing back at her, “Could you shut up? Hem doesn’t know yet. Jesus, honey, how many have you had? You just got here.”
“Back off pregs. I started early. I’m getting married and now I’m wondering whose going to stand up for me at my wedding? Will it be my tiny, perfect figure chick, or will it be my big ole fat and pregnant, Sadey?”
I lower my voice, hoping she catches the hint and lowers hers, “Oh my God, you’re so mean. You’re going to wait until I have this baby, damn it. I have not waited and waited and waited for you and Shame to pull your heads out, to miss being part of your big day.”
She laughs, pulls me to her, and whispers in my ear. “Honey, I will wait as long as you need me to wait. You’re my person and I’m not walking down that aisle without you present and accounted for.” Then she lays a big, wet, sloppy kiss on my cheek. Good lord, I need a towel. “Sadey, go find my brother. Go make him happier, even more than he is right now. God has given you a miracle in giving you two another chance. Don’t let him miss a moment of it.” This is Mace, drunk and sappy. 
I feel arms come around my middle and pull me close. “I wouldn’t miss a moment of it, sister, if you would just stop all your yappin’. Where’s Shame? Go find him to pester, huh?”
A wide smile and a wink is her only response as she turns around, disappearing into the crowd.
Mace has left us standing at the bar. Cricket is staring at me because I’m sure my big mouthed, drunken, and crazy best friend has let him in on my secret with her high pitched squeals.
“Hey, Sadey girl, what are you drinking? If you tell me water from the fuckin’ well, I’m going to beat your ass right here. What do you want?” 
“I’m good, baby. You drink, I will drive.” I’m using my collected and responsible voice. I’ve had experience with this situation before.
“What the fuck are you sayin’? Sugar, what do you want to drink?”
Cricket cackles behind me. Jesus, we are doing this shit again. 
“Hem, sweetheart, I’m really good. Seriously, if I wanted a drink I would get a drink, but I don’t, hence I’m good.”
“You’re in another mood. All the period talk with Cherry has you acting like you’re in the middle of yours. Fuck, I hate that shit. This is exactly what girl talk does to you and your frie…”
I put my hand over his mouth. We’ve gained a small audience. Nothing like last year when I told him I was going to be having his child, but enough to warrant that I make this quick. 
I look back at Cricket, needing a witness just in case Hem doesn’t take this the way I need him to. Cricket smiles and nods, telling me to go forward with my news. 
“Hem, shhh. Just a moment, please.” 
He’s staring at me while my hands still cover his mouth. He’s still and after everything we’ve been through since shit started to cave in around us, I can’t say I blame him, so I tread carefully.
I catch Ace in my peripheral. He’s nervous for me. He doesn’t know what I’m about to say. No one shuts Hem up like this, but he will understand in a few seconds.
“Hem, I don’t want to get your baby drunk. Is that a good enough reason that I’m ‘good’ right now?”
I feel Hem smiling under my hold. It’s such a big smile I see the corners of his mouth on either side of my hand. 
Then I hear the reaction of those around us; Cricket whistles, Mace claps, and Ace… I hear Ace’s reaction and, for a second, I’m stunned and nervous as hell. 
“Are you two fuckin’ kidding me with this shit?” Ace rolls his eyes and steps off the bar stool, walking towards Hem and I as Hem pulls me closer to him and holds me tight.
Shit. 



Chapter Twenty Four
 
There’s no one thing that’s true. It’s all true.
-Ernest Hemingway
 
Ace’s face is set hard, “Hem, need a minute with Sadey. You can be pissed about it later, bro.”
Hem’s face is harder, “Fuck no, ‘little bro.’ Are you insane?”
My response is more soft and gentle. This is how women get shit done without fist pumping our chests. “Ace, give me and Hem a minute, I will be right back.”
I pull a still smiling Hem away from the bar where Ace stands, “Honey, I owe this to him. I do. You don’t like it and I get that, but I want to talk to him.”
“Sadey, no.” Clipped, short, and pissed.
“Hem, I didn’t ask.”
I see his eyes light with fight and ferocity, so I’m pulling out all the stops for this one. 
“Honey, your baby is in my belly. I am still sore from where you ravaged me in my bed this afternoon, twice. Safe to say that I’m yours. Give me this nicely or I’m taking it and we can fight about it later. Shouldn’t it be needless to say that I’m not the only one that owes Ace?”
He gets where I’m going with this. Before Ace leaves us, Hem owes him words of appreciation for all Ace did in getting us back to each other. He will tell him thank you if he has any plans to live in peace with me anytime soon.
“God, Jesus, woman, do it. Just go. I’m going to be right here. He starts his fancy bullshit with you again, be warned, I will fuckin’ hurt him.”
“You know I know this, but you also know you don’t scare me at all, right?” I respond with a raised eyebrow.
He smiles and gives me a long drawn out, just for Ace, kiss. When he’s done with my mouth and I can speak again, I hiss at him, “I’m limiting your time with Shame. Especially after finding out what you and he used to ‘share.’ Stop putting your tongue in my mouth in front of everyone, Hem.” 
When I turn to walk towards a confused looking Ace, I get a swat to my ass. I don’t acknowledge it on the outside, but I’m smiling inside because I just got everything I requested out of Hem. This will never happen again, so I’m encasing this in my ‘once in a lifetime’ bureau, and locking it up tight to revisit during the many lost battles I know I’ve yet to face.
Ace puts his hand out for mine and his sweet on me comes out, “Dance with me, bug.” I look back at a fumin’ Hem and know this is not a good idea, but I’ve pushed this far and it’s just a dance.
I put my hand in his and let him lead me to the floor. Lynard Skynyrd’s ‘Simple Man’ is playing. Slow enough to dance to, but not full of enough sentiment to raise my caveman from his stool, yet enough to keep us under his stare. Cricket is doing his best to distract him with whiskey, but is failing miserably. 
Ace wraps his arms around my waist and I let my arms go to his neck. “Sadey, I’m sorry. Don’t be pissed off when I say that I love you. Nothing will ever change that.” 
He won’t look at me. He’s studying the movement in the room over my shoulder. “I know I was an ass. I was married, knowing Hem was coming back, I still made a play for you. I’ve never felt like that for anyone and I fucked it up.”
I move my hand to his neck, forcing him to look at me. I sigh because I really don’t want him to hurt any more than he already is. “I’ve heard your words. I know you mean them, no more verses needed. I’m sorry I wasn’t for you. You’re a wonderful man, maybe had I met you first.”
“Really? Sadey, you’re being ridiculous right now. You would have had to have met me when you were four. Even then, I wouldn’t have stood a chance. You’re his, always will be, in life and in death.”
“I am. Doesn’t mean I don’t love you and wish you all the happiness you deserve. I promise you right now, you will find someone to love you more than I ever could. I doubt I will like her for that very reason, but, Ace, I promise you will.” 
He takes his hold away from my eyes and scans the room and right then, I know I’m right. He’s looking for Cherry. His eyes scan until he finds her, then his tenseness relaxes. I follow his eyes to her. She and Hem are chatting at the bar. Hem is smiling ear to fuckin’ ear. My guess is she just told my man that she’s headed out with Ace.
He takes his eyes from them and back to me as soon as I state the obvious, “She’s going with you, huh? She told me.”
“She is. She’s a good girl, but she’s struggling. I need the help with my crazy kid sister. She’s a terror and no way can I walk into that again alone. They can help each other.” He’s in denial of his own feelings for her and that’s okay. Hem was in denial for years and we found our way. Ace will find his, too.
As the song draws to an end, Hem interrupts and I had assumed he was here for me and went to him on instinct, but he holds me at arm’s length away from him and looks at Ace, square in the eye. “Now I need a minute with you, son.”
I’ve not heard Hem use that word to Ace before unless he was pissed at him. At this point I don’t know if it’s a term of endearment or not, but I’m not leaving them alone to sort it out. 
“Shoot, you’re going to anyway. Have at it, old man.” Ace starting with attitude, not good. The dense never learn.
Hem looks at him like he’s about to come unglued, then glances at me and, as always, uses my calm to keep himself in check. 
“Don’t get ruffled, boy. I need to tell you something and I speak for Sadey and I both when I tell you that if there is anything that you ever need, at all, you need to know to ask. What you did for me when I was…well, when I couldn’t care for myself … that carries a lot of weight with me as well as everyone here. You need to call in a favor, you call it. If it’s for you, Cherry, or your kid sister, whatever you need.” Yes, Cherry most certainly told Hem she’s headed to California with Ace and Hem is more than relieved at that recent development.
Hem is getting emotional and Ace’s apprehension has softened to appreciation. “So you’re not going to kick my ass again, for always loving your woman?” 
Way to ruin it, Ace. Damn it.
“Could you please refrain from radiating to me your feelings for my wife? That would be nice. I’m reaching a point here. Fuckin’ kids. Just keep yourself safe, make yourself happy. Live long and free. We’re good.”
Ace surprises me by leaning himself into Hem for a man hug which by definition requires hard slaps on each other’s backs. I step back and turn away because the emotions of this moment are just about too much on my already emotionally unstable and very hormonal body.
Ace turns from his hug that he and Hem just shared and looks directly at me. He pulls me in a deep clinch and whispers in my ear, though noted, loud enough for Hem to hear it, “When that jug head messes this up again, and he will, I’m first in line. You wait for me, bug.” Then he kisses my temple for a moment too long and he’s jerked back, by Shame.
Shit, not good. 
There is no love lost between Shame and Ace. No friendship would ever be found here, but with Shame witness to Hem’s genuine words, Shame says what he needs to say and he’s not shy about it. “Well, you little fucker, I probably owe you as well. You need anything, I’m with Hem.” 
Oh, how incredible moving, Shame. Angels are weeping. 
God, these men are just ridiculous when comparing the size of their…egos.
Ace calls to Cherry with a loud whistle and a head jerk and it takes her only moments to drop her drink at the bar, tell everyone goodbye, and follow him out the front door. 
Hem looks so relieved when he turns to me again. “Sadey girl, I’m taking your bossy ass home and you’re going to be my naked girl for as long as I am in need of it. Just because you think you pulled one over on me with your sass, payment is due.”
Those around us don’t even flinch at his words. 
Hem is home, with me, and I’m determined now more than ever, to give us our enough.



Epilogue
 
“Oh, darling, you will be good to me, won’t you? Because we’re going to have a strange life.”  
-Ernest Hemingway
 
Five years later…
-SHAME-
“Dad, they are taking away all my goddamn cars again, damn it. I wasn’t bothering either one of them this time!” 
Ryder, my only son, is five years old. After I got my boy, it seemed God found some extra humor he had laying around and decided to give it to me. Two years after Ryder arrived, my life flipped completely upside down a-fucking-gain. 
We had twins, but no, not boys. These were screamin’ and cryin’… girls. I haven’t drowned myself yet, but I’ve come damn close. I had my family plan and it did not include havin’ girls, and sure as fuck not two and more certainly, not two at the same damn time. I couldn’t send them back, though. They are mine and they are beautiful. They have Mace’s light brown hair and my silver blue eyes, Hem’s heart, and their own already well developed personalities. Fuckin’ perfect.
“Watch your fuckin’ mouth, Ryder Carrick. You’re just the right age for an ass whoopin’.” 
Admittedly, we have some issues we are still working through. 
Issue one; Mace is a mother by nature, thus making my boy walk on the pussy side at times. Unfortunately, he got nothing from me but his roguish looks. On the inside, he’s a mix of both Hem and Mace, which makes him a kind hearted, loving boy… with a mouth that’s full of sass, you can guess which trait comes from whom. 
Issue two; Ryder wanted brothers and, of course, I promised him brothers because that was the plan. My fuck up and I’m paying for it every single day.
“Well now, how nice is that, Shame? I’m sure he completely understands the importance of not using bad words, seeing that his father leads by example. Are you going to teach the girls this lesson as well? I imagine that both Amy and Amanda should be able to pronounce ‘ass’ soon. Should we get started with the ‘Hooked on goddamn Phonics’ or wait until they get some practice with ‘shit’ and move on to better words like ‘cock’ or ... ’fu?’”
“Shut your shit down, Mace. Just take them outside already.  Leave me in peace long enough to regain some manhood, would ya?” 
It is entirely possible that I’ve lost all fuckin’ control of my life.
Hem stares at me smiling like a goddamn idiot. “Brother, you’re whipped. You’ve always been whipped with Mace, but damn those little ones have you by the balls, dragging you out into oncoming traffic.” 
He laughs out loud at his ridiculous observation. He has no idea how much of a lickin’ I have taken over the past two years with those girls. Damn it to hell.
“Fuck you, we still playin’ or are we gonna settle in for some tea and a nice chat?” 
Gunner is staring at both of us like we’ve lost our fuckin’ minds. Can’t blame him. He hasn’t changed a bit. He’s never far from sight and, by the look on his face, he needs a domestic vacation from our crazy tribe. “Damn guys, deal the fuckin’ cards, will ya? I got shit to do tonight.”
Hem and I share a look. We know something has had Gunner’s attention for a while now and he’s not been ready to share. Our guess, he’s finally fuckin’ picked a bitch and has been hanging with her more often than not. Maybe hanging around Hem and I and our women has finally rubbed off on him.
“What the fuck you got to do other than sit around here with us and bitch about the women in our lives, since you ain’t got none in your own?” Good Lord, Hem, no fuckin’ tact. 
“I met someone.” 
Holy shit! We thought it, but he hasn’t had a steady woman since we met him. I hear an empty bottle drop into the sink behind me and look to see Sadey standing there with her stomach hanging over from being well into her third trimester now. 
She and Hem are having another boy, go figure. This will be his third Yes, a hat trick with boys…what was supposed to be my fuckin’ hat trick. Patrick is five, then Sadey got pregnant within a week of his return because apparently he’s a potent motherfucker. He named his second boy, who is now just four, Deacon Nathaniel, after Doc. Now his woman is going to spit out another one of his male spawn. He’s such a bastard.
High pitched squeaks are all we hear from Sadey in reaction to Gunner’s announcement. There’s only a handful of dogs in the neighborhood that can hear her now. 
“You found someone, Gunner? Like, as in, you found someone? Shit, I gotta go tell Mace.”
“Sadey girl, he didn’t say that. Jesus Christ, now you’re driving me nuts. Stop. He said he’s met someone. Do not romanticize it. Met doesn’t mean found someone. Those words don’t just automatically equate.” 
Hem rolls his eyes and starts shuffling the cards. “Where’s Honor? He ain’t back in five, we are dealing his ass out.”
Sadey sucks in a pouty breath because she knows she’s not getting more out of Gunner with Hem around. “He’s with April. I just saw them. I think it might be a good idea if you deal them out. I’m going outside with Mace and the kids” 
On her way out, she smiles back at Gunner, telling him without words that they will discuss this later. He rolls his green eyes at her in inaudible protest.
After four years of Honor trying to convince April that he’s the one for her, she finally said yes. 
Honor and April were married last month. The very same morning, April got her first taste of ink, without Honor even knowing about it. 
During the ceremony, when the pastor advised it was time to exchange the rings, Honor had grabbed her hand and went for the third finger, left side, just as you’re supposed to do. However, what he found there about brought his twenty-five year old ass to his knees. She had inscribed his name on her finger, marking it forever, no need for a wedding band. 
When Honor’s eyes dawned with realization of what she had done, he tossed the cheap ring he had purchased over his shoulder and sunk his tongue into her mouth, leaving a puzzled pastor to continue on without them. 
Thank fuck that shit’s over. Now, all we have left is Gunner.
Cherry and Ace are in Cali. We don’t hear much from either one of them except to report in for birthdays or a call every holiday. They went through a whole lotta close call bullshit after they left here. Ace had to call Hem in as backup against a well-known organization in Las Vegas. None of it was good, but we all walked away in one piece, mostly uninjured. 
Hem forgave Ace long ago for his plays on Sadey citing that Sadey could be ‘the one’ for any another man, but no said man stands a chance as long as he’s still livin’ and breathin’ because Sadey girl is his alone. This is true.
Raider and Cricket are still around. They don’t generally hang out here if things are still and, thank hell, things have been still for a long time now. There have been no additional stirrings of any kind the last three years. No crazy family members, no contract killers, no attempts to human traffic our women. Nothing at all, but happiness. I’ve waited for this taste of happy all my life and it was worth waiting for. 
After Gramma’s passing, Peyton and Derek stayed at the ranch in Montana. They came to visit while the library was in process of sale. She had told Sadey and Mace she was “with child”, whatever. Call it what you want, all means the same. We’ve all been “with child” and that’s a sugar coating way of sayin’ you had great sex, lived through nine months of emotional torture from your woman, to end up with a screaming ball of each other that you love without request or condition. 
Hood is Hood. He still has no genuine interest in patching into Peril, or any other club for that matter. His plans are to roam free and live his life for both him and his sister as long as he can. He may never move past her tragic ending, but for everything he did for Peril, we will be forever in his debt and will help him how ever we can.
“I’m gonna take off. I told Shaina I would be there by dinner and it’s about that time.” Gunner says this in passing, like he’s not about to get questioned or ridiculed by Hem.
“Oh hell, she not only has a name, she has you on a schedule. Cute, Gunner, go get your girl and bring her by here sometime soon. I would like to meet the woman who stole the Grinch’s heart.”
“Fuck, no way. You people are too crazy. She’s normal, and when I say normal I mean like every day, common, no drama, no chaos, and that’s a piece of normal I’m hanging onto for as long as I can.” 
With that jab to Hem, he stands and walks towards the door, mocking Hem’s words to himself about bringing her here to meet us. He will eventually, in his own time, just as he found her, in his own time.
As he opens the front door to go, we hear the screams and laughter of our families playing outside, free. Peaceful sounds within a peaceful time. 
“Shame, you ever think we’d end up like this?” Hem asks before he finishes the beer in his hand.
“Nope. Never did believe, but I always held on to the hope.” 
I did. I wanted this kind of life. I just never thought it possible until I had Mace in it, the way I wanted her in it. She fills me with all I will ever need.
Hem slaps my shoulder and starts to stand from the table with a now empty beer. “Our boys, they are gonna grow old, fat, and happy together.”
“All will be fine as long as no boys outside of our family get near my girls until they are at least thirty years old, living free and happy.” 
He laughs at what I just said, so I don’t think he gets me. I need to drill this shit in because I’m straight serious and, eventually, I’m gonna require his backup. 
“My girls are off limits, Hem. If I’m gonna keep sane through this female shit. That means no boys allowed or I won’t hesitate to start snapping limbs.”
Hem laughs loud. He thinks I’m fuckin’ with him. I’m not. 
“They are just kids, Shame. Calm the fuck down. We don’t have to worry about that or anything else for a lot of years yet.” 
“We were kids once too, Hem.”



 
Following this installment of the Lights of Peril series, “Toxic”, is set to release no later than April 15, 2014.
 
Please enjoy the following excerpt from Shame’s story. 
 
Content subject to change prior to publication.
 
Chapter One:
Dad isn’t having a good day. He was fired from work because he was drinking on the job. Dad always drinks at work so that’s never been the actual problem. It’s when he gets caught; that’s when my life gets turned inside out. 
Although I’m only seven I’ve mastered the art of blending in. Sometimes if I hide he doesn’t even remember that he has a son. Today, I made the mistake of acting on my hunger. 
My stomach was shaky and I was getting light headed. I knew he was home, I heard him yelling at my mom because she burned his dinner. I braved it, though, hoping food was about to be available to me, in any form.
I follow the bellowing voice, which is my father, into the kitchen. “Fuck woman, I work all day and come home to this shit?” 
“I’m sorry, time just got away from me.” Her eyes are pleading. Seeing this many times before, I brace myself against the door jamb willing it not to happen.
My dad pulls her hair at the root so she moves with him to stand in order to avoid further pain. “Time just got away from you?” I watch from the door as he pushes her face into the table where, just a few minutes ago, she was getting high. With the sudden hit he bloodied her nose instantly. “No, what got away from you was the ability to budget. You’re in my stash, you fuckin’ crack whore.” 
She’s snorting the paraphernalia without a choice now. She’s already high, but with him pushing her into it on the kitchen table she has no choice but to continue to ingest the remainder of powder.
“Now I have no fuckin’ dinner. How very fuckin’ smart of you.” He releases her for a moment, only to use his hand to draw back and knock her in the back of the head with as much force as his drunk body can muster. 
She spots me at the door and our eyes lock, but I see no emotion in them. I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do so I stay rooted in my spot, waiting for what is coming. I can’t defend her against his evil. I’ve tried before and to this day my rib still hurts when winter sets. Even at my young age, I know something isn’t right about that.
“Let’s see what else we got here.” Dad opens the freezer and starts taking out the frozen meals that are left in there; it’s all we have left now. 
His anger continues to erupt as he throws the frozen meals against the wall one at a time. My shoulders jump at every pound. They hit the wall then drop to the floor with equal force. Before I can turn to run back to my room, forgetting all about my own hunger, I see him turn his body towards Mom. She sits up staring at the table full of residue in front of her and is met with a frozen block to the side of her face. 
She grabs the side of her head and bursts into tears while moaning in pain. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to...” 
Before she can finish her apology, dad grabs her by the throat and lifts her, pinning her body against the wall behind the table. I’m standing just five feet from this and I’m completely helpless. His fingers are cutting off her circulation and her face is turning red as tears continue to stream down her cheeks. 
 
“Tell the boy I want dinner. Don’t care how he gets it, but I get my dinner. Don’t care if you eat, he eats, or the fuckin’ rats eat. I want my dinner, bitch.” He drops her and she falls to the floor, now clutching her face with one hand and her neck with the other.
He stalks toward me with malice heavily fastened in his eyes. “Did you hear me? Move, get on it. You have an hour, son. I want my meal in the living room. The fuckin’ games on and I’m missing it having to deal with this shit.” He knocks me upside the head as walks past me making his point clear, as if I needed the not so subtle reminder.
The game, that’s my dad’s biggest worry right now. I’m seven and because I was hungry I came out of my room walked into this, I’m now responsible to be sure he gets fed. A seven year old shouldn’t understand the meaning of irony already, but I do.
“Neil, come here.” Mom’s up on her feet and she’s glaring at me as if I were the one that caused all this. When she’s high she always looks at me like that. 
Apparently I don’t move fast enough so she marches to me. She bends down to my level and I see the veins in her right eye has popped and her eye is left bloody from the frozen box he threw at her. I no longer have any feeling towards this, this is just another day in paradise.
“Go to Bag and Go and pick us up some hamburger meat. Wear a jacket.” 
I know these words. This translates into, “Wear a jacket so you don’t get caught and get hamburger meat because it’s easiest to steal without anyone noticing the bulk in your clothes.”
“Mama, I’m scared.” I am scared, I’m actually terrified. Not of getting caught and taken into custody because that would be easier. I’m terrified of living through this if I fail to muster the courage to steal what she’s asking and come home empty handed.
She grabs my arm and wipes the excess blow from her face onto my shirt. I swear she does this for a no other reason than to scare me further. “Go, and don’t come back if you don’t get what your father asked because if you come back empty handed I’m telling him you ate his last bit of rice.”
The rice I ate for breakfast yesterday, it was the last morsel of food I digested and now I’m being made to feel bad for that.
“Okay, Mama.” 
I run to my room, passing my dad sitting on the couch, hoping not to interrupt his game. I get my jacket and head out the door to walk the mile to the store. 
I’m shaking now only because I’m scared of running out of time.
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