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    Prologue


    


    “Because, when I was very young, very foolish, and very much alone ... you paid attention to me and, without seeming to, you opened for me the door to everything I love in the world.”


    -Albert Camus


    


    “Baby, you gonna become my wife today?”


    Tonight is Mace’s last night as a single woman. Tomorrow is our wedding day. I’m making her mine, finally and officially. Thank fuck.


    After my “implied” proposal to her five months ago, the plans are set, and we’re ready. I want two more sons added to our family and, being the pain in the ass that she can be, she won’t submit to any more additions until we’re married.


    My girl has me in body and soul, and it’s not enough without that damn signed piece of paper. Fine, I’m willing to do whatever it takes to make a family with her. If this is what she wants, then by God, this is what she’s going to get. For as long as I’ve known her, that’s how it’s always been.


    My son, Ryder, is ten months old. In all my life, no one could have convinced me that by having a child, you were forced to understand that your heart is now living outside your body. It’s the truest cliché I’ve ever felt. The need to protect him from the worlds ugly has taken my protective nature to a whole new and ridiculous level. Mace never thought that possible, until now.


    All that said, I don’t hesitate to refer to my son as my own personal ‘cock block’. One day, he and I will talk, and I will explain the important shit to him. You don’t cry in the middle of the night needing your mother’s attention when your father has her pinned down long enough to get his cock wet inside her. No, this isn’t ‘biker code,’ my son will learn ‘guy code’.


    Mace has him so God damned spoiled. He gets to lay on her chest more than I do now, and I don’t like it. Not. One. Bit. She’s a great mother¸ I won’t deny that, but when I want to sink myself into my woman I don’t appreciate having to wait or deal with distractions from anyone, which includes my own son. She was mine first and even although that makes me a selfish bastard, so be it.


    Mace stops shifting her body up and down on top of mine in response to my question. Bending forward, she licks the piercing on my bottom lip before devouring my mouth, using her tongue to keep me hot for her. Her effort is futile, seeing how I’m always burning for her.


    Then the wench sits up and checks the clock.


    What the hell is it with women and their need to verify everything out of their man’s mouth, even the God damn time?


    Once she catches her breath and sees that I’m actually right and not full of shit, she answers. “I guess it’s past midnight now, huh? Are you ready for this today, honey?”


    No. Not quite ready.


    “If you keep ridin’ me like you are, I will be. Just don’t stop ‘til I’m done. I’d hate to have you walk down the aisle with a very pink and sore ass.” I grip her hips and start to move her as a way of telling her that my question was rhetorical and didn’t require an actual answer.


    I sit up, bringing her body closer to mine, allowing me to suck on the flesh of her chest. Fuck, Mace has perfect tits. Even after giving birth to our child who used her body as his own castle last year, making me share with him for eight point five months. The scars and marks she bares merely add character to her beauty.


    Again, though, my son will learn that his dad doesn’t like to share.


    Her reaction to my oral ministration is typical. I know how to drive my girl’s body to the brink, and I’m thankful she loves sex as hard and as rough as I do.


    “Shame, honey, harder.” Now her sassy mouth starts.


    “Roll over, Mace. This isn’t your fuckin’ show.” Without hesitation, she rolls over on all fours with vigor. “Look at me, baby.”


    I like to watch her face while I’m fucking her. After I give her a smack to the ass, I lean down to run my tongue up her back. As I do this, I feel her hold tight to my dick in effort to maintain her control over me.


    Fuck that.


    “Woman, you done? Are you done trying to top me?” No response, so I continue my torment. “Tell me you’re mine, you love me, and it’s only my cock you cum on or you won’t be satisfied when I’m done here.”


    She stalls her movement against me and turns her face to be sure I can hear her resistance. “No.”


    Oh, here we go. Is she fuckin’ kidding me with this? Even on the last night with her own name she wants to fuck with me.


    I stop, draw out of her slowly, and then wait in silence from behind her so she can rethink her vulnerable position. She’ll give in. She always does when I refuse to give her what she wants. This is her act of baiting and, sorry for her, I caught on to this shit years ago.


    She continues to be motionless, letting seconds pass until she can’t stand the silence anymore. In her annoyed tone she answers. “Shame, knock it off. You’re gonna finish having me. We both know it. Stop with the power play and get to it. We don’t have all night.”


    ‘Get to it?’ Christ, she has to be baiting me with this shit.


    First: Yes, she’s right. I’m going to finish ‘having’ her. However, this doesn’t mean I will allow 'her' to finish, but 'I' sure as hell will. We’ve had these discussions on several occasions, and I’m not afraid to leave her here to polish herself off. Apparently, she’s a slow learner.


    Second: This isn’t a power play, and she fuckin’ knows it. She’s asking me for something without using the brutal words. I know she’s so fuckin’ turned on right now that one hit from me in the right spot will send her into oblivion.


    Third: We do have all night. Neither has anywhere to be until this evening, at the church, when I make her mine. Until then, she’s here for me to do with whatever I want.


    My girl is playin’ me – hard. I can play – harder.


    I’m willing to call her out on all counts. This situation is exactly what she’s hoping for, and since I’m in the mood, I’m going to grant her wish.


    I reach up, wrapping the back of her hair around my wrist and yank hard enough to send her a message. She’s going to do exactly what I tell her. She’s on her knees with her back to my front and she’s gripping the headboard so hard that her knuckles are turning white.


    “You want a power play, baby? I’m going to take that ass for making that assumption. Learn, baby, that here, in this room or any other bed, you have no power unless I give it to you, and that is never going to happen.”


    Mace loves when I give it to her like this. She’s told me this a million times, but it’s rare I indulge her. Instead, I use it as collateral when she does out play my ass, and I need to call it in as back up.


    Carefully I push into her, just slightly, trying to control my own movement and let her guide my entrance. I don’t want to hurt her, but she’s got me all worked up so if I’m not careful, I will.


    Fuck to all, she’s tight. “Push back, Mace. Push me in further.” I hear her start to moan and with the fear of waking Ryder and ruining my time or having me lose control right now, I put my hand over her mouth to stop her from getting vocal.


    “Shut the fuck up, woman. If you keep moanin’ I’m going to cum. You better either control your shit or catch up ‘cause, baby, I’m already close.”


    With my unforgiving words, she detonates. I can feel it even from where I’m pounding inside her. Each time we’re together, I get lost in her. She takes me to the edge of my sanity in these moments. I’m a lucky son of a bitch because, Jesus Christ, she’s fucking perfect and she’s mine.


    “Woman, tell me. I want to hear it. Tell me you love me.” I’m continuing my assault without regard if she’s about to use her words or not.


    Finally, she stills her body, relents to my demands, and whispers softly. “I love you, Shame.”


    I move my fingers gently across her clit, where I find her soaking in her own arousal. She already knows as a general rule that I’m a greedy son of a bitch, so the rest of this is for her. I want to make her lose control again and again for as long as I can hold my own pleasure at bay.


    “Give me more if you want this. I’m not working for this alone. Take it, sweetheart.”


    Her only response is the increase of her heavy breathing.


    My face is in her neck, and I’m watching her from the side. Her eyes roll, and her pink mouth is open as she loses herself to me again. The strained vein in her temple is her tell. “Go with me, sweetheart - together.” Her second orgasm is just as beautiful as the first. There is nothing sexier than a woman pushing back into you with force as she trusts you not to break her.


    After we finish, I get up to get a towel to clean me off of her. She’s sweating and flush again. This wasn’t the first time I took her today. However, this one having been a lot more physical and drawn out than this morning, when I locked a sleeping Ryder out of our bedroom, leaving him in his crib to dream while I went at his mom in the shower.


    Quite the doting father, I know.


    After I come back from the bathroom, I see she’s rolled onto her back, breathing heavy, and her arm is resting over her face.


    “Mace.” I’m nervous. I hope to fuck I haven’t hurt her. Admittedly, I get caught up in my own pleasure at times and lose focus on hers.


    I stare at her for a few more seconds, willing her to answer. As soon as she hears my nervous movements she releases her eyes to look at me from where she’s resting. I stand with a towel in my hand at the bathroom door. “Baby, nothing’s wrong. You didn’t hurt me. I’m good."


    There it is. There’s my girl. All her life I’ve been able to ask her if she was alright without having to ask her if she was alright. She knows what my heart is questioning, and she gives in to my silent request for an answer every time.


    Walking to her, I move the towel, so it’s positioned in my hands. “Here, sweetheart, open your legs for me.”


    She does away with the sheet she’s got draped over her and spreads her legs wide for me with a damn smirk on her face. “Thank you.”


    “Thank you for what, sweetheart?” I’m the thankful son of a bitch.


    “Just thank you for loving me like you do. I’ve always imagined us being this happy together, and we are. You make me happy. I’m excited for today.”


    With her sweetness for me on display, I lean down and kiss her thigh. I can still smell her arousal as she starts to moan and move above me.


    Once I’ve finished cleaning her I linger there a bit longer enjoying her scent. Then start to lick at her core, running my tongue up and down in way of asking if she’s sated. She’s running her hands through my hair and staring down as she watches me. I know that look in her eyes. Her sexual greed matches mine at times. Although, I’m much more vocal about getting her to do what I want.


    Once she starts moving her hips to my tongue's rhythm, I know she wants round three of this tonight, so I finish her with my tongue. Damn my woman is a siren for sex.


    After I’ve finished cleaning her again, I look up and see she’s about to sleep. I move into her, shifting her body, so her back is secured to my front. I’m not exactly known as the ‘spooner’ in this relationship, but when I’m with her in these moments I never tire of holding her.


    I’m physically spent from loving on my woman, but my mind is alert with racing thoughts. I’m getting married today. I’m marrying Mace, the girl I’ve always loved. Although I’m elated for this, I’m also scared to death that eventually I will fuck this up.


    

  


  
    Chapter One


    


    “At that moment he knew what his mother was thinking, and that she loved him. But he knew, too, that to love someone means relatively little; or, rather, that love is never strong enough to find the words befitting it. Thus he and his mother would always love each other silently. And one day she--or he--would die, without ever, all their lives long, having gone farther than this by way of making their affection known.”


    -Albert Camus


    


    At seven o’clock in the morning I wake to find Mace already out of bed with Ryder cradled in her arms as she sits at the kitchen table, in her grey silk robe, appreciating the quiet room while enjoying her morning coffee.


    At the present time, my son is a morning person only because he likes to eat. She has his bottle in one hand, feeding him, and her cell phone in the other - most likely texting Sadey, Kegs, or Hem. Other than Ryder and me, they are her people.


    She drops her stare on the phone when she sees me walking towards her. She smiles blithely before saying, “Good morning, Shame. How did you sleep?”


    She’s in an abnormal morning mood. No one likes to talk to Mace before noon and this, most definitely, includes me. I’m well aware of her relationship with ‘Joe’ and have walked into this trap many times throughout the years. I’m so afraid she will voluntarily break it off with ‘him’ that often I refer to her coffee as a person just to keep ‘him’ in her life. Granted, this is the only ‘Joe’ I appreciate her having around. Mace being this cheery, though, says something is up.


    I walk to her slowly, fearing her intense stare as she looks me up and down. Leaning into my son first, rubbing his head and kissing his cheek, I turn my head to her, tasting her lips and kissing her good morning.


    “You’ve already showered?” It dawns on me that she’s been up for a while now. “You were up before Ryder?” I rub her still damp hair with my palm as she closes her eyes and relaxes into my gesture of comfort. “What’s going on in that head of yours, baby?”


    She frowns. “Nothing. I just wanted to get a jump on the day. You’re not supposed to see me on our wedding day, remember? It’s bad luck, isn’t it?”


    I stand in front of her, straightening my shoulders as an act of assurance. I’m trying to mask a calm that I’m not sure of, but the act itself is just an act. I’m not assured of anything involving our luck. “Sweetheart, haven’t we exceeded the standard of bad luck already? I think you’re worrying for no reason.” We both know she’s referring to the hell we went through the past year.


    Moving her eyes away from my stare again, she fidgets with nerves. “Please don’t say that. Please. I don’t want to invite trouble on my big day.”


    Now I smile down on her. She’s taking this day to be hers alone. She’s forgetting that I’ve loved her far longer than she believes I have and I, too, have waited for this as well. “Our big day, baby, remember?”


    “Yes, sorry, you’re right. It’s our big day.” Changing the subject, she starts in with orders. “You need to be at the church no later than three.”


    Three? What? No. “Woman, we aren’t getting hitched until seven o’clock, why the fuck do I gotta be there at three? Hem and I were...”


    Her eyes find fury and they’re directed at me. She moves the bottle from Ryder’s mouth as she situates him on her shoulder and continues her bossy behavior. “Oh no, you aren’t. You are going to be there at three. You and Hem aren’t doing anything today. I already covered that with him, and now, I’m covering it with you. You and Hem ‘playing’ today isn’t happening. The two of you together only catches trouble and we both know it.”


    “Playing? We aren’t fuckin’ ten, Mace. Are you gonna be this charming during the ceremony? ‘cause I gotta tell ya, babe, if that’s your plan I can take my ten year old ass and ball and head home.”


    I don’t mean this, I would marry her today if she showed up to the service as Medusa, but Hem and I are hanging out before the wedding and she’s not stopping that.


    Reading my mood she reaches out her hand to me, grabbing my wrist, so I bend to her and she kisses me softly. “Sorry, I’m stressed and I’m thinking about things that I know don’t lead anywhere. I don’t mean to take it out on you, Shame. I’m sorry.”


    “Talk to me, Mace. You need to tell me what’s on your mind. I know it’s not about me seeing you before the wedding. You pretty much let me see every part of you last night and the clock had already struck midnight, baby.” I wink at her and she smiles briefly at my tactless comment before focusing on her own thoughts again.


    Avoiding my eyes, she removes Ryder from her shoulder and cradles him close to her, finding strength and comfort in his small form. “It’s stupid. I’m just feeling small for no reason. I have no one, other than Hem, coming in way of family. Mom, Dad, Doc; they’re all gone. I really miss my mom, Shame. I feel like I hardly knew her. She didn’t have the same relationship with me as she had with Hem.”


    I knew she’d be thinking about Lynda today. I’ve been thinking about her too. Mace didn’t know Doc, at all, other than his visits to her house when he would stop in to see her mom. Those visits were brief and no one knew until later what purpose they had served. I hope she’s not dwelling on Warren, fuckin’ bastard that he was. Her mom, though, she loved her mom as much as her mom would allow herself to be loved as she got older and lost herself in vodka and solitude.


    Mace is remembering times when her life was easy and simple. These memories are of her life before me. This makes me sad for her, but I don’t have memories like that. Hem, Sadey, and Mace are all I want to remember from my childhood. They were what I considered my family. There was never anyone else. Before they came into my life, it was empty.


    My own mother loved me once, I think. She was a weak woman and she never protected me from the monster of a man that lived under our roof, but when he was gone she would look at me gently. Even if it was always stained by the remorse in her eyes.


    I sit with Mace at the table. Waiting for her to continue talking, but she doesn’t. She’s allowing herself to remember better times. If I had those kind of memories to draw from now, I would.


    My chest tightens a bit as I recall a memory of my first ‘home’.


    Dad wasn’t having a good day. He was fired from work because he was drinking on the job. Dad always drank at work so that was never the actual problem, apparently he was a functioning alcoholic. It’s when he got caught swigging the flask; that’s when my life got turned inside out.


    Although I was just seven, I had mastered the art of blending in. Sometimes if I hid well enough he wouldn’t remember he had a son. That day, though, 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’d burned his dinner. I braved it, though, hoping food, in any form, was about to be available to me.


    ~~~~~


    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, Gary. Time just got away from me.” Her eyes are pleading with him to let this go. Seeing this many times before, I brace myself against the door jamb willing that to happen.


    My dad pulls her hair by the root so she’s forced to stand with him in order to avoid further pain. “Time just got away from you?”


    I continue to watch from the door as he pushes her face into the table where, until just a few minutes ago, she was getting high. When her face slams onto it her nose bloodies 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 face into 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 drunken body can muster.


    Finally, 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’s 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 with that.


    “Let’s see what else we got here.” Dad opens the freezer and starts taking out the frozen meals that remain in there; it’s all we have left after mom burned the main course.


    His anger continues to erupt as he throws the frozen meals against the wall one at a time; each dropping to the floor with equal force. My shoulders jump at every sound. Before I can turn to run back to my room, forgetting all about my own hunger, I see him turn his body towards Mom again. As she sits up staring at the table full of residue in front of her, she’s met with a frozen block to the side of her face.


    She grabs her cheek and bursts into tears while moaning with pain. “I said I’m 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. His fingers are cutting off her circulation and her face is turning red as tears continue to stream down her cheeks. I’m standing just five feet from this and I’m completely helpless.


    “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 in this dump eat. I want my food, 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, son. Get on it. You’ve only got an hour. I want my meal in the living room. The fuckin’ game’s on and I’m missing it having to deal with all this bullshit.” He knocks me upside the head as he walks past me making his point clear; as if I needed the not so subtle reminder.


    The game. That’s my dad’s biggest concern right now. I’m seven and because I was hungry I came out of my room and 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 using her anger as energy, she marches to me. She bends down to my level and I see the vein in her right eye has popped and her cheek 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. Remember to wear your 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, only to 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 walk in here 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.


    As my eyes fill with tears, I answer. “Okay, Mama.”


    I run to my room passing my dad, who is sitting on the couch cursing under his breath, 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.


    ~~~~~


    Looking back at my son and Mace as they sit there together, peacefully, at the kitchen table. My heart is troubled.


    What if the trigger has already been set and I’m going to wake up one day and realize I’m my parent’s son in their way of evil? The thought sickens me. I’m no good without Mace. I never have been. She’s the one person in my life I would refuse to live without. If I ever treated her and Ryder like my father treated my mother and me, it would make for an easy decision. I would kill myself.


    It wouldn’t be the first time in my life I’d thought of suicide.

  


  


  
    Chapter Two


    


    “Man is always prey to his truths. Once he has admitted them, he cannot free himself from them.”


    -Albert Camus


    


    Mace told me that I don’t get to ‘play’ with Hem today. Fuck that. Hem is my best friend, my brother, and today he’s standing up with me as my best man. By now, she's used to me defying her orders and this, is actually for good reason. I can’t say that’s always the case.


    After kissing her and Ryder goodbye a few minutes ago, knowing I wouldn’t see her until seven tonight, I make my way to the truck. I stop before starting it as a chill runs up my back. I’m realizing that I’m thinking back to childhood memories that I haven’t thought of in fuckin’ years. I don’t need to be recreating any of this shit again. I lived through it; I won. End of story.


    In the past, being alone in my own head had never worked out well for me. Before Mace and I finally fuckin’ got together I had too much time on my hands. I used it to reflect on my shitty life and in doing so never freed myself long enough to look at how different the future could be. My past was a dark place, during a dark time.


    I need a drink, fuck even just one, to help calm my nerves. It’s only eight o’clock in the morning, but its five o’clock somewhere, damn it.


    Taking a detour that I know is not a good idea, I head down my old street. Bad memories are already shattering my insides today so it won’t hurt to find out how the house in the old neighborhood is doing.


    Pulling up outside the compound I spent time in, I cringe. There was never any happiness for me here. My parents were cruel and inhumane. I don’t remember ever being loved the way a parent should love a child. If I did, I pushed it away to be lost like any other memory I have, but they all are surfacing today and fuck if I have any idea how to stop their mindful assault.


    I kill the engine, trying to think of one good memory that came from this chaos of a childhood that I partially spent here. I draw nothing except a recollection that almost turned out good.


    ~~~~~


    “That’s for me?” I’m completely shocked at what’s sitting in front of me in the driveway. So shocked, I stumble on my way towards it. My dad grabs the collar of my shirt and yanks me and holds me in his grip until I’m stable on my feet. I repeat my question because he has yet to answer. “That’s mine?”


    “Well who the fuck you think it’s for? I’m not fuckin’ ridin’ it.” He’s angry at me even as he’s giving me a present.


    Typical.


    My mom is standing outside the door to our house wrapped in her usual blue velvet robe that has seen many days. She doesn’t leave the house much anymore, so I suppose there’s no reason to get dressed. I’m too enthralled with my present to dwell on her nonexistent life.


    My dad takes a drag from the cigarette he just lit, and as he spits the unwanted piece of tobacco from his dry bottom lip, he asks. “Think you can ride it without fuckin’ it up like you do everything else around here?”


    Nice, Dad, thanks.


    I look at the bike. It’s been well used. I can see this considering the scratches on its frame and the front tire’s low pressure. Although I’m nine, I’m not an idiot. I don’t care though. This bike will give me more freedom from the clutches of hell that await me behind the red door to the house that sits on the corner of this street.


    “I’ve never ridden a bike, Dad, but I think I can manage.” I’m trying to sound cool and unaffected so he doesn’t take this away from me. If he even thinks I like it, at all, it’s as good as gone.


    “Good thing then ‘cause you’re gonna be puttin’ the damn thing to good use.”


    I’m so captivated with the sight of my gift that his statement about putting it to good use doesn’t sink in right away. After all these years of watchin’ the other boys in the neighborhood ride past my window, I have my own to ride now. This has to be the best present I’ve gotten from them, if not the only one.


    Most Christmas’s I only got the necessities. My stocking was filled with food, which I ate quickly to avoid my father taking it back. My presents were boxes full of second hand clothes, which I cherished because that meant for the next year I had clothes that fit. I didn’t care if they didn’t fit right away either, because eventually I would grow into them so I made due.


    Finally his words hit me. I look to him puzzled, wondering what his comment meant for me in the way of ‘puttin’ it to good use.’


    At that moment, as if by design, I see a couple of kids from school coming down the street riding on their bikes. My stomach twists with anticipation of belonging to a group of riders.


    Mistake number one: I move towards the bike to get on and get started, leaving my dad’s side to do so. Immediately, he pulls me back with no gentleness displayed in his touch.


    Mistake number two: I turn to meet his eyes. They are glazed over in utter disgust for me and I hear the unmistakable low growl coming from his chest.


    Mistake three: I ask the dumbest fuckin’ question I can muster because I’m that stupid to believe this generous gift was for me to enjoy. “Can I go ridin’ with them, maybe just around the block? Then I’ll come home and finish cleaning your room. I promise.”


    Three mistakes. I wish I could take them all back. He drops the truth at my feet without regard to how I felt about the present in the first place.


    He glances to my mother, who is still standing at the door looking at us with greed. Fuck, it’s now that I realize the bike isn’t for me, per se. It’s for me to ride, but not to enjoy as any other nine year old kid would.


    Mockingly, he laughs at me through his words. “Are you fuckin’ with me, son?”


    I’m quiet, but he’s waiting for an answer to whatever kind of question that is.


    “What?”


    After a few seconds, the boys pass us waiving at me in what I can only decipher as pity.


    Once they’re out of eyesight, he hits me hard with his fist in the center of my back, and I lose the wind I was holding as breath. “You must be fuckin’ with me. This bike isn’t a fuckin’ toy, stupid. It’s transportation … for you.”


    I gather the strength after the blow and explain to him. “Dad, I don’t understand.”


    “Let me fuckin’ explain it to you then. I give you a package, you deliver it. Clear enough for you, or do you need me to draw it out with little pictures?”


    As he seethes his anger onto me I feel the spit from his words land on my face and in it I smell his whiskey and coke coming down like rain over my joyous day. I’m working for them now. I’m nine and I’ve just been interviewed and hired for my very first job … running drugs.


    Fuck.


    Feeling defeated and knowing it’s all but useless to argue or negotiate my way through this, I nod in agreement. No, Dad, no further explanation needed.


    “Gary.” I hear mom finally speak from the door.


    She’s witnessed all this and if I ever thought my mother loved me, I don’t anymore. She looks just as eager as he does. “Give him the Angel’s package first.” Unsure what the hell that means, I look to my dad for an answer. He knows I’m lost with her words.


    He smiles at her with a wicked twist then looks down to me. “Angel’s, you know them, right?”


    “Yeah.” I do know them.


    The Angels are known to be the creepiest motorcycle outfit in our area. The bikes are scary. The women I’ve seen on them are scarier, but it’s the men that frighten me the most. Everyone here knows they aren’t to be approached without invitation. I’ve watched on many occasions as they beat men in the middle of an abandon parking lot as I walked home from school. I never make eye contact, fearing I will be next in line. It never appears they use age as a means to discriminate.


    “I have your first job ready for you. If you do this I’ll pay you. You think you may want that, son? If not, I can see if there’s another kid around here willin’ to man up and take the job … you know ... if you can’t handle it.”


    I do not want this job, but I nod in agreement knowing I have no other choice. It’s this, starve, or take a beating. That’s the only part of this I can control, granted it’s not much of one, but it’s still a choice I can make.


    He reaches in his coat and pulls out a large zip lock bag filled with powder. “You take this directly to them. You ask for a fella by the name of ‘Switch’, he’s waiting for it. Don’t be late. Don’t make me regret giving this responsibility to you. When you get home, your dinner will be waiting. I’ll be sure your mother makes your favorite - spaghetti and meatballs. Sound good to you?”


    I feel a pang of guilt, but mixed with that comes a hunger pain. God, it does sound good. It sounds mouthwatering good. I’m selling myself for a hot meal provided by my own parents. Sadly, I feel a flutter of hope looming inside me. It’s something.


    About an hour later I’m heading to the Angel’s Clubhouse as dad has instructed. The bag is taped to my ribs to avoid being seen. I’m not late and I have the package in hand - undamaged. When I arrive I’m met by a very large, tattooed, and angry man at the gate. He has mistaken me for a homeless peddler and is having fun spinning me around with the force of his body. Now I lay bloodied and beaten on the concrete near the street. Any bystanders that caught this turned a blind eye. No one came to help. It isn’t until Switch himself comes out looking for his delivery that my aggressor stops his pursuit against me.


    “You fuckin’ dumbass! That’s the package.” Switch pulls a gun from the back of his jeans and knocks the huge monster on his ass using the butt of the weapon, and then puts out a hand to help me up. I relax just a bit, mistaking his gesture for compassion.


    That was a mistake.


    “I have your…” The air is knocked out of me upon impact of his fist connecting with my ribs.


    “You don’t ‘have’ shit. Don’t talk, you stupid monkey.”


    He grabs me by the back of my coat, lifting it up around my waist as he searches for his property. He hasn’t paid me and fear dwells cold inside; thinking of going home without what I need to be able to eat.


    Once he brings me inside the clubhouse, I see several things that I never knew existed. Naked women, men snorting lines upon a glass table, and other men cussing at each other while arm wrestling. If I had ever gotten to watch television with my dad, this was something that I could imagine us watching together. The scene chills me to the bones.


    After dragging me back to an office he throws my broken body into a chair, glaring at me to ensure I don’t move. I wipe the blood off my face, inspecting it with the sleeve of the only jacket I own.


    He cuts the small bag open and pulls out a couple of small drops of the powder. Although I’m only nine, I know this dust can mean money for my parents. This is important. His happiness in this product is what decides how my time at home will be spent.


    Lifting a small pile into the fingernail of his pinky, he sniffs then turns to me and grins. His teeth look like a sharks would if I had ever seen one up close.


    “Very nice.” Smug bastard that he is thinks I care. He stares at me, willing me to reply to this.


    “Okay.”


    “Okay? No, my son, more than okay. You give your father a message for me. I want more and will pay the agreed rate. However, he only sells to me. I find him selling to fuckin’ Peril I start takin’ heads as trophies, you hearin’ me? You tell him that.”


    “Okay.”


    He stretches his shoulders as he comes at me, bends to my level, putting his hands on either side of the chair where I sit and orders. “You tell me what I just told you to tell them.”


    I know better than to show fear so I talk myself into not stuttering. “I am going to tell them that you want more and that you had better not find out he’s selling to fu—ck—in Peril.”


    Stuttering self-talk … fail.


    He laughs at me. I don’t cuss, I probably could and my parents wouldn’t care, but teachers would notice and I never dare bring unwanted attention to myself. I know what that brings. This is exactly what it brings.


    He moves his arm quickly to my face and I wince, waiting for the strike. He laughs again at my fear. “Smart boy. I’m sorry about what happened when you got here. Going forward you’re to tell the animal out front you’re here to see me. Don’t hesitate or he won’t show you as much mercy. These boys tend to sense fear.” He rubs my nose, gently wiping away blood residue left from my first meeting with his ‘animal’. He doesn’t hurt me again, just scares me.


    “Okay, can I go now?”


    “Yeah, get out of here. Like I said, deliver that message exactly how I told you to.”


    “Alright.” With that I get up, walk out of his office without looking back, and make my way through the chaos known as “Angels” all the while telling myself this isn’t the life I intend to lead. This is dirty and I want no part of it.


    ~~~~~


    When I made it back to the house my father was elated. He gave me a pat on the back for the first time in years. He was proud of the beating I took. He told me how it made me a man and that if I could continue doing what I was doing then I was alright in his book.


    That was my life for the next few years. Running drugs on my bike, laying low to not garner suspicion, and bonding with my dad over the soul sell out that was his pride and joy.


    Pulling myself out of the dark thoughts that continue to plague me, I start the truck back up and head away from the gates of my childhood hell. I need to find Hem, right fuckin’ now.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Three


    


    “In the midst of hate, I found there was, within me, an invincible love.


    In the midst of tears, I found there was, within me, an invincible smile.


    In the midst of chaos, I found there was, within me, an invincible calm.


    I realized, through it all, that…


    In the midst of winter, I found there was, within me, an invincible summer.


    And that makes me happy. For it says that no matter how hard the world pushes against me, within me, there’s something stronger – something better, pushing right back.”


    -Albert Camus


    


    Pulling up to Peril, I see Hem’s bike parked in his usual lazy ass spot right next to the door. Thank fuck, though, my brother is already here. Sadey doesn’t have him twisted around her finger yet this morning, which is shocking. I’m in a bad place, I feel it as I make my way inside. I need an outlook change so I can forget the past and move on and live in the present.


    “Hey there, brother. You look lost.” Hem is sitting at the bar, drinking and being carefree.


    Lucky bastard.


    “I’m feeling it, man. It’s fixin’ to be a long day. Things don’t feel right, and your sister is missin’ your mom.”


    “Figured that would come, I miss her too. She should have been here for her, today of all days.” Hem hangs his head and has a private moment of silence.


    “Doc should be here, as well. You know, he would have my ass if he knew I was keepin’ Mace forever. Especially if he knew Mace was his blood. Can’t say I would be the ideal husband that he’d have chosen for her.”


    Doc loved all of us, and he’s not here to share this day, as he should be. I smile having my own moment of silence.


    Hem pulls his head up with a smile. “Sure, you sick bastard, you were like a brother to her, remember? Well, fuck, you were supposed to be anyway. How did that workout for us all?”


    “I know. Shit, he was on me constantly about how to treat a woman, not how to treat Mace, as that said woman. He would be livid if he knew how I like to fuck Mace, nothing proper about that. She has that mouth, Jesus, fuckin’ beautiful.”


    Hem stands and attempts to walk away before I grab his shirt pulling him back to me. He doesn’t sit back down, just gets close to my face. “Brother, don’t come in here spoutin’ that shit off, please. Damn, my girl is hormonal as fuck with this pregnancy and I’m enjoyin’ every fuckin’ minute of her sexual demands. Don’t go there about my sister’s mouth for Christ sakes. You’re gonna ruin it for me.”


    “Sorry.” I’m not, he knows this, but I say it anyway.


    “You’re right about Doc, though. The man was like a father to me. He loved me, even when I didn’t like myself much. He hated Warren for me, before I even understood the real reason why. It’s too late to know if he ever knew Mace was his. I suspect he probably did, but protecting all of us he never let on.”


    “Hem, brother, I’m gonna say somethin’ to you and I’m gonna say this already knowin’ it’s going to piss you off, but hear me out. I need to get somethin’ off my chest.”


    Skeptically, Hem finally sits down beside me again at the bar signaling to the newbie to get me a drink. I don’t mention to him that I shouldn’t be drinking on my wedding day. Mace will go bat shit crazy if I show up even the least bit intoxicated, but then again my woman isn’t here so what she doesn’t know won’t hurt me … yet.


    “I’m nervous.” I’m starting this off slow. He’s my best friend and if guys had soul mates, which we fuckin’ don’t, he’ll catch on to my intended meaning.


    “Nervous about what? You nervous about marrying Mace?” Maybe not. Maybe Sadey’s fucked all the common sense out of him.


    “Not about that.” I take a long pull from my beer, watching him take a drink from his whiskey. “I’m nervous about changing. I’m scared I’m going to end up…” He cuts me off by holding his hand up to get me to stop talking.


    “Shut the fuck up, Shame. You’re not your parents if that’s what you’re thinkin’.”


    “How do you know this? What if I am? What if what lies beneath the surface changes in time. My dad wasn’t always a wife and child beater, Hem. My mom wasn’t always a crack head. What if…”


    “I swear to you now, if you don’t shut the fuck up and stop talkin’ like this you won’t marry my sister tonight. Having cold feet is one thing, but you’re taking this to a whole new and unneeded level. Sort your shit, brother, or I’m going to sort it for you.”


    He’s serious. He glares at me and I know this look. He’s about to either attempt to beat my ass or talk me down. I’m unsure I would believe a word he said, but if he wants to go toe to toe - I’m up for it. I’m just not crazy about having marks on my face for Mace’s big day, fuck ... our big day. Damn it. I’m not thinking clearly. Shit is getting fuzzy.


    He looks at me directly, after taking another drink. “Just a thought, man. Let it go.” Yep, he’s taking the easy way out. He’s going to try to talk me down first.


    “Tryin’.” I feel a lump in my throat. In all our years together and all the shit I’ve gone through with him, I’ve never sat in a room next to Hem and felt alone. Right now, though, I do.


    “Where’s my sister? She know you’re having these thoughts? You wanna talk to someone?”


    "What the fuck do you think I came here for? I’m talking to you, jackass.”


    “You know what I’m suggesting. You still got that lady doctor's number you talked to after …”


    “After you what?” I know where this is going and I don’t want to hear it. My head is already full of dark thoughts, I don’t need another reminder. “Go ahead, man, say it. After, I'd assumed you'd fuckin’ died? The night I thought I lost you? About the same time, I knew I would be the one who had to take care of your shit because you decided to do what you did?”


    Fucker doesn’t want to bring up more shit right now. I’m still half pissed about how that whole scenario played out.


    “No, lose the attitude, Shame. I’m tryin’ to help. I meant after you and I met your parents at the hotel that night they came back.”


    “Oh, right. You mean the night I killed my father - after finding he'd murdered my mother?”


    He mutters ‘Fuck’ in reference to my sarcasm but doesn’t say anymore.


    He’s losing patience with me. Welcome to the party, Hem. I’m losing patience with myself.


    “She won’t talk to me. Our, uh, ‘relationship’ ended after I bent her over her desk and fucked her hard a few weeks after discharge. Told her I would call…”


    “But you didn’t.” He smiles into his whiskey as he finishes another sentence of mine.


    “Jesus Christ, Hem, you gonna let me finish a fuckin’ thought here? I came here to talk to you, not have you finish my damn sentences. The girls, our girls, they are allowed to share a brain, we, brother, are not.”


    Worryingly, he puts his glass down, the liquid shakes with the force. “I know you, and I know your thoughts. Not to sound too pussy-like here, but I think you also know how much I see that you love my sister. If she were any other woman I can’t say with certainty that you wouldn’t end up like your father, but I don’t see you ever treating Mace that way. Not because I wouldn’t put a bullet in you myself, because I fuckin’ will if you ever walk that dark road, but because you exist only for her.


    “Shame, buddy, she’s finally fuckin’ yours and you’re about to get everything your sick bastard mind ever wanted since she was sixteen years old. She loves you like that, too, ya know? The love you two share is fierce and intense. It’s raw and it’s strong and, Shame, it’s yours. You need to thank the fuckin’ stars above you have that. You won’t fuck it up. Get your sick father's voice out of that head of yours.”


    He’s right, but the demons are always close. “Doesn’t mean it doesn’t lurk when I try to push him out. The thought of hurting her or Ryder ... fuck me, it makes me sick.”


    He lets out a heavy sigh of exasperation. “Damn, Doc would skin your ass for this, wish he were here.”


    Well fuck, Hem, that’s reassuring.


    Without another pause, we clink beer bottle to shot glass and drink to Doc. We both miss him just the same, but our memories of finding him are different. Hem met him first, and I met Doc under a very different and cruel circumstance.


    My first experience two years prior ‘on the job’ didn’t go as planned. The results were a success in my father’s eyes, but not mine. He secured a place within the Angel’s; supplying them directly with cocaine and heroin that he purchased at a much cheaper rate from a dealer in Columbus, Ohio. It was about an hour drive from where we lived, but he made the trips with vigor knowing it would pay off for him back here.


    ~~~~~


    “I don’t know about the Lights of Peril, Mom. What if they do the same to me as the Angels did when I first went in there? I’m scared.”


    “I’m not going over this with you again, Neil. You’re stronger now. You know how it works. Daddy needs you to do this. We need to expand to stay afloat and compete in this market. Do you want to find out what happens if you don’t?” She straightens my coat, roughly, tugging on it to get my attention and keep me focused on her words.


    Can she hear herself? She’s concerned about ‘staying afloat.’ We wouldn’t have any issues staying afloat if Mom didn’t shoot and snort her way through the product as she ‘tested’ it and if Dad would put down the fifth of whiskey long enough to regain his sobriety and see that Mom was far past an innocent habit that is knocking on the door of addiction.


    She wants to continue to compete in this ‘market?’ This market isn’t going away, there are so many channels to distribute it’s almost ludicrous that she sits home and worries about that of all things. She should be worried about the sunken eyes and rotten teeth that have been handed to her - courtesy of the drugs.


    I suppose I’m thankful she doesn’t sit home and worry about dad’s liver or her veins. If she did, then they would be functioning members of this household and since they’ve acquired the taste for supplying drugs to organizations here, I’ve been left alone. This is mostly because they’re either so ripped with substance or I disappear on my bike.


    “I don’t know, Mom. I don’t know any of them and what if Angel’s see me going there. You know what they told me; we are to provide to them only and if we get caught...”


    She tires of me bringing up valid concerns. She sighs heavy. “Alright, Neil. Shut up. Just do what we’re telling you to do. We’ll handle the consequences. You are your father’s son, it will be fine.”


    I’m my father’s son.


    Those words cut me down deep. My father’s son. I didn’t choose that and I sure as hell don’t choose this.


    I give up. There’s no use trying to reason with her. “Fine, alright.”


    Now that I’m older, I’ve grown taller. I notice that I stand almost as tall as my mom, who right now, as always, is packing me full of drugs and draping the coat around me. I’m sure this won’t cause any suspicion considering it’s the middle of July and it’s hot as fuck outside.


    I’m lucky she still puts it in plastic zips bags before taping it to me. All I have to worry about now is not getting stuck to everything, not pulling up on my bike and wearing the offensive powder like a second sweater. I don’t think this judgment call has anything to do with the fact that Mom is as high as a God damn kite as much as it has to do with the fact she’s just dumber than a box of rocks.


    After my precious mother has patched me up, I take off headed toward Peril. I’m riding into the unknown. I have no contacts with those people and no interest in knowing any of them, but I don’t get to have a selfish thought. It’s all about dad and his thriving ‘business.’


    Pulling up, I don’t see anyone at the gate to greet me. This tells me one of two things.


    One: They aren’t worried about me and they don’t consider me just a peddler. Which works in my favor because the beating I took at Angel’s set me back a couple months.


    Two: They don’t know I’m coming, and this is nothing more than a cold call and could get me fuckin’ killed.


    “Please, Dear God in heaven, please let them be nice.” I pray to no one as I walk to the clubhouse door and knock.


    “Who the fuck are you?” Fuck me. I’m an unknown. The large grey-haired, bearded, tattooed Hulk look-a-like has no idea why I’m here. Not good.


    “Umm, well, my dad ... he...” Stuttering isn’t something I’ve ever excelled at, but in the face of this monster I’m making out rather well with my new specialty.


    “You on something, son?”


    Oddly, I find him to be a patient man, and I’m able to pull my shit together before I piss myself right here on his stoop.


    “My dad sent me. He’s a local, and won’t let me use his name until you decide if you are in need of…”


    He laughs at me, and his burst of laughter is so loud it rings in my ears. He sounds something like I would imagine Santa would, if I had ever gotten to meet him.


    “You selling magazines? Can’t say these boys here read much. If you’re selling cookies, now then, you may have an opportunity, boy.” Still smiling he waits for my answer.


    I’m sweating profusely because I’m not only scared, but also because it’s about one hundred fuckin’ degrees standing here in the sun and I’m wearing my jacket like a cloak. I know only one way to get this done quickly so I can just go, success or not. I open my coat and display to him what I’m selling, ounce for ounce.


    Immediately his face falls and his look has turned from jovial to sinister. The gentle older man I saw before me a few minutes ago has now turned his back, hollering into the room of other men for back up.


    It’s inevitable, I’m dead.


    I piss myself on the spot, feeling the warm liquid run down my leg and onto my shoe. At this point, though, I’m too scared to be humiliated.


    Without notice, he grabs me by the front of my coat, which is drenched in sweat, and hauls me into the front room. I’m surrounded by at least four other men. I don’t want to count, because that would require me to raise my head, and through experience, even at my age, I’ve come to realize this means I’m throwing down a challenge. I like my face and prefer it stays uninjured.


    “Who you work for?” A very angry man, someone that could easily be a Hercules twin, has grabbed my chin and is moving it to his face. He’s glaring down at me, waiting for an answer to a question I don’t dare respond to.


    I don’t see any flakes of powder and surprisingly enough - I don’t smell alcohol on his breath. I smell mint and stale cologne.


    The grey-haired man I first encountered interjects. “Tank, don’t be rough with him, we have no information on where he came from. Give the boy a chance to speak.”


    I feel my face flush. It won’t be long before they start ripping me apart, so hiding my fear has no purpose here. Instead of focusing on my soon to be broken limbs, I respond with the truth.


    “I can’t tell you that.”


    The grey-haired man pulls me from Hercules’ hold and sits me down on a red lumpy leather chair that’s positioned in the middle of a large open room. Keeping eye contact, he moves to stand above me. The other four, I was right in that there were four others making it five in total, stand around me and my drug infested attire, waiting for the apparent leader to speak again. I swallow loudly.


    “You have any idea who I am, son?”


    “No, sir.”


    I’ve learned a few tricks, not from my father, but from the lessons I’ve been taught by others in this field of training.


    “My name is Doc. I suspect you have no idea what you’re doing and that someone is putting you up to this, am I right?” His eyebrow arches at my reaction. He already knows he’s spot on with his assessment of my situation.


    “No, sir.”


    My eyes leave his quickly as I attempt to lie my way out of him finding out the truth, that I am in fact doing this against my will, but if I don’t do this I starve and become a human punching bag to the drunken, drugged, and destitute.


    “Son, look at me when I speak to you, show me some respect.”


    I hear Hercules growl at my side because I’m not moving my head fast enough. I’m sitting in my own piss and my body is starting to shake with nerves. Since my shirt is draped with sweat, it’s starting to chill against my skin under the fans in the room. I look up as I’m told so Doc can continue speaking. I hope speaking - I’m never ready for the hitting.


    “You have one chance to tell me who put those fuckin’ bags on your body and told you to walk up to my fuckin’ clubhouse and offer me this to purchase. This will go easy or it won’t, son. You get the choice, but you don’t have long to answer.”


    “If I tell you, I get beat. If I don’t tell you, I get beat. Help me.”


    I haven’t uttered those words in my entire life. Looking into his grey eyes, I’m pleading with him to help me, one way or another. Help me by buying what I have in its entirety, or help me escape the compound in which I live.


    Leaning closer to me, he bends as he puts both his hands on my shoulders and offers me words I’ve always longed to hear with sincerity, and he means every word of it, I just know it. “Tell me how to help you and I will.”


    ~~~~~


    “I miss him, Hem. He was gone too soon. He was here just long enough to save me from a life, not worth livin’.”


    Hem slaps my shoulder before returning to his drink. He allowed me a few minutes of silence in order to honor the memory of Doc - my way. “Yeah, now you’re life’s worth livin’, friend. Feel that, own that, and most of all, live it the way Doc intended you to live it. You owe him that. Fuck, you owe us all that.”


    I take the last pull of my beer before turning back to Hem, who by all means, has doubled me in drinks. “Fuck, this shit got deeper than it needed to be.”


    “Go tell Gunner and Honor what time to be at the church. You know those jackoffs aren’t going to be ready on time so tell them to be there no later than two thirty, that outta get them there by three.”


    “Who’s gonna get me there on time?” I’m kidding, but now that I look back at Hem his face is serious and he looks worried. “Brother, I’m messin’ with you. Shit, loosen up, you lazy bastard.”


    He doesn’t smile, just continues to stare ahead as he gives me the middle finger and mutters, ‘Fuck off’ as I turn to make my way upstairs.


    


    

  


  


  
    Chapter Four


    


    “Nobody realizes that some people expend tremendous energy merely to be normal.”


    -Albert Camus


    


    “You cannot be fuckin’ serious right now. You guys are gaming?” My voice doesn’t even register to these dumbasses. At this moment, I’m invisible.


    Both Honor and Gunner, whom I thought were grown ass men, have headphones on and are screaming and carrying on at the scene that plays out on the television. Rapid fire, grenades, tanks, and guns are creating chaos in front of me.


    I’ve seen it all now.


    I move my body to stand in front of the game console and motion to Honor that I’m about to shut it off. “What the fuck? Shame, move!”


    “Move? You want me to move? For what, Honor? You scared you’re gonna take an imaginary bullet to your make believe ass?”


    Gunner, who is still engrossed in the game, is ignoring me in hopes I get bored and go away.


    “Dude, move.” Honor sounds desperate so I look back at the screen in time to see him take a serious hit, his death replaying, and just as quickly as he died he gets another chance to ‘re-spawn'. Are they fuckin’ kidding me with this shit? Just like in real life, you get another chance after an instant replay and are able to witness your own death.


    Holy shit, I thought I had seen it all with just the sight of them here, now I really have and it’s pathetic.


    “What the fuck happened to your nuts man? You’ve been laying around here for weeks. You’re no longer considered being in recovery and your addiction to this fuckin’ game continues; only now you’re suckin’ Gunner down into this bullshit with you.”


    We both still, turning our heads to Gunner, who has his tongue out as he maneuvers the controller in order not to get shot himself. I would hate to lose another imaginary brother so soon after losing the one that I just lost.


    Un-fuckin’-believable.


    “I told you before, Shame, when it rains my neck locks up and the pain comes back. I’ve been resting it for your big day.”


    Right.


    I lift a bed pillow and throw it at his ‘neck injury’ with force. “Don’t be so fuckin’ stupid, it hasn’t rained in three days. This tells me your candy ass hasn’t been out of this fuckin’ building or near a window in that time. Fuck if you couldn’t use a shower, too. Jesus Christ.”


    Gunner, out of nowhere, raises his hands over his head in victory. “I win, bitches!” He looks at me, tries to cover a smile, but continues to throw me a two fisted air pump.


    Whew, he must have just saved the world. Somewhere his mother is weeping with pride and joy.


    “Get your asses up and showered. You’re to be at the church, dressed, and ready no later than two thirty.”


    Gunner and Honor look at each other searching for some unknown fuckin’ answer to a question I didn’t ask. These two yahoos have been inseparable since that mind fuck Ty took a hit at Honor, nearly killing him with a hunting knife. Thank hell that son of a bitch had shit aim and Honor had made a full recovery except apparently on fall afternoons, when the sun is shining, and his best friend is over to play war games. Then his neck gets stiff and he’s unable to function outside this room.


    “I’m telling Kegs to cut you off. No food, no sex, and sure as shit no more beer. May even have her cut the Wi-Fi. Will that get your asses movin’?”


    Gunner finally speaks, always direct and to the point. “Damn, you’re a mean mother fuckin’ groom, aren’t you? Calm down. We’re going, but I don’t see why we gotta be at the church so early, we aren’t the idiots getting hitched today. What the hell is this pre-wedding meeting bullshit about anyway?”


    Honor glares at Gunner, as if asking him to just stop talking to me, again in hopes that I’ll just walk away. “Who cares, we have hours yet. That’s definitely another round on the campaign trail.”


    They win, I give up. These two are a match made in hell. They remind me of Hem and I when we were younger. We didn’t always get along, but we knew from the first meeting that we would be together forever, and all that shit.


    Fuck if these two aren’t making me start to feel my age.


    ~~~~~


    Peddling as fast as I can, I need to get home. I need to explain to my dad that Doc isn’t interested in our ‘business’ and advise him that if I come back Doc, personally, will kill me. Doc told me he didn’t really mean that, but said that was what I was to tell my parents. If they give me any guff about that then I’m to come back and tell him that, as well.


    To show my father’s business no ill regard, he purchased every bit of the narcotics in my possession. He explained to me that he didn’t want me riding around with it on my way home. Immediately after purchase, I watched him throw it at Hercules for disposal. He bought it, paid me over three thousand dollars, only so he could destroy it. In my mind I’m thinking of ways to pay him back, even if it takes me forever.


    Doc lectured me for another hour after his decision was made and the exchange was complete. He was asking me if I lived life the way I wanted to live it - with honor and respect. Or was he going find me someday in an alley, with marks on my arms, and begging him for money so I could find my next fix. I didn’t answer him; he said he didn’t need me to reply because he saw truth in my eyes.


    He told me to come back and visit. I was still so shaken and convinced he was leading me into a trap I stopped listening to him preaching and stayed focused on giving him the answers he wanted to hear so I could leave.


    He seems like a nice guy, though, and someone that maybe I’ll be thankful to have met.


    Rounding the corner, I hear a woman shouting in distress. I can’t see her yet, so I continue to make my way towards her voice. Once I spot her, I’m immediately drawn in like a moth to a fuckin’ flame.


    The woman is hot. Slender build, dressed to turn any hot blooded teenagers head, not to mention someone like me, who has fantasized about what being with any girl would be like. Her hair is long, shiny and blonde, and hangs down her back as it blows gently with the breeze. She looks older, but that doesn’t matter because she’s seriously hot.


    At the present moment, though, she’s also kicking the hell out of her driver side car door, screaming for someone to come help fix whatever is broken.


    “Son of a fuckin’ bitch, Patrick. Not now! Fuck, Warren is going to come unglued when he sees what you and your little tantrum just did. I had places to be today. Damn it, Patrick, can you hear me? Fix this!”


    She stops when she sees me approach and her anger melts in a matter of seconds. She’s eyeing me up and down as I stop my bike in the street, get off, and head towards her slowly, pushing the bike by my side. I’m unsure if she’s scared of me, feels sorry for me, or maybe she, like many others before her, is just disgusted at the sight of me.


    “Hi.” Her voice is soft and gentle.


    “Hi, ma’am.” I’ve surprised her merely by speaking.


    Her head tilts to the side and a small smile rests at her lips. “What’s your name, honey?”


    “My name is Neil.” I don’t know if I should give her any other information considering my dad and his need to remain below the radar due to his career choices.


    “How old are you? Do you live around here? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you before.”


    “I live on the other side of the block; green house, red door. It’s the house on the corner. I just turned eleven.” So much for not telling her any more about my life.


    I have no idea why I felt the need to explain where I live and what my house looks like. It might be because sometimes I like to believe that people in the neighborhood don’t know about my life and they haven’t just ignored the fact I’m abused by monsters. I think maybe if I explain where I live she will recognize it and help me like Doc just had.


    “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Neil, the boy who lives in the green house with a red door … on a corner.”


    She winks and I smile. As soon as I smile back at her, her face lights up. “Can you come here? Just a little closer? I have a favor, honey, I want to ask you to help me with it.”


    I’m suspicious. Looks are so fuckin’ deceiving and I’m not in the position to take on any additional emotional or physical torment today.


    Thank hell I’m not still wearing the pants I pissed in. Doc took those from me, throwing them in the trash, and gave me a brand new pair of sweatpants. I know they were brand new because I saw him rip the tag off. He told me they were for another kid in the neighborhood, another ‘little shit’ he explained, but that he would replace those and give me these.


    Now I owe him three thousand dollars and a new pair of sweatpants. It’s understandable that I’ve had a decent day and at any time the bottom will fall out.


    I trust her face though. She looks how I would suspect a loving mother is supposed to look. Her teeth aren’t rotten, her eyes aren’t sunken in, and her hair is clean and shiny. I bet she even smells good, too.


    Once I reach her, she runs her hand through my dark, dull, and dirty hair, messing it up a bit after she’s combed through it. “Well, I have a problem. My son, Patrick, has locked my keys in my car. He does stupid things like this, a lot.”


    She laughs gingerly at the comment she just made about her son, but continues. “I need to be somewhere in about twenty minutes, can you help me out? I mean, can you open the door for me without the key?”


    I think silently to myself that this woman is in for a shock. I’ve been pickin’ locks since I was seven in my pursuit to steal valuables out of vulnerable cars and bring them home to my dad, who considered that my rent payment.


    Yes, age seven is when I started paying rent.


    I smile at her again, a wide grin that she doesn’t miss. She knows I’m not the average eleven year old that is only interested in soccer and video games. “Yeah, I think I can help you out. Can you hand me that hanger, please?”


    Gently she holds her hand out, giving me the tool I asked her for. She’s hesitant to get any closer, not that I blame her at this point. She doesn’t know me. I’m not groomed and probably still smell like piss.


    Within a few seconds I’ve got the lock picked and her car door hanging wide open. When I look back to her, I see tears have flooded her eyes and she’s standing there gaping at me with her mouth open. Damn, it wasn’t anything. I could have done it blindfolded, but I’ve never been one to brag.


    I hold her stare for just a second, but I don’t want her weeping around me so I ask her. “Ma’am, you alright?”


    She comes out of her trance with my words. “Yes, yes, I’m fine. I just didn’t expect…”


    “It’s good. We’re good.” I start to push my bike away from her car where I left it before asking for the hanger. Before I mount it completely, she stops me by calling my name.


    “Neil, wait.”


    Rolling my eyes before turning back to her I straighten my shoulders, expecting the harsh reality of any situation that comes with my life. I need to play it cool and, as always, unaffected.


    She motions her hands to me, asking me to come back to her. Once I get closer she looks into my eyes. “Thank you for helping me. I can’t just let you walk away. I need to pay you. You really helped me out of a pinch and I certainly appreciate it.”


    “Umm, it wasn’t a problem. It’s no big deal.”


    “Maybe to you, but I’m in your debt. Tell me how I can pay you, what would you like?”


    I don’t look at her as I say it, although she probably won’t be surprised. “Do you have any snacks? I dropped my lunch back there and didn’t go back for it.” I’m a liar, but I’m hungry and would like to maintain some dignity if that’s possible.


    “Yes, Neil, I can pay you in food since you did this for me. I want you to join us for dinner tonight at five thirty. It’s almost two now, so that’s three and half hours. Do you know how to tell time?”


    I’m not insulted by her insinuation that I’m too stupid to know how to read a clock. She’s being so nice and I appreciate her honesty, even though it’s hidden under her thanks.


    “Are you sure? I mean, you don’t owe me anything. I told you already, we’re good.”


    Placing her hands on her hips, she lets out a dramatic sigh. “Neil, don’t argue with me. I’ll see you tonight. I’m making Salisbury steak with stuffing, mash potatoes, and brown gravy. Does that sound like something you would enjoy?”


    God, she is an angel sent from heaven. Just the idea of having dinner in that house, with this woman, makes my heart swell in my chest.


    “Alright, I’ll be here at five thirty. That’s three and a half hours from now.” I grin, letting her know I’m familiar with a clock and I happen to have a memory that spans more than twenty five seconds. Moving her arm towards me, I don’t even flinch as I normally would find myself doing. She uses the palm of her hand to caress my cheek, gently rubbing dirt away from my under my eye.


    Just as I had allowed myself to enjoy her touch, I hear an angry voice coming outside from the front door. This kid is about my age, maybe a bit younger. He’s on the hefty side and short and holy fuck, he’s just as pissed off as she was a few minutes ago.


    “Mama, I can’t find the damn key! Whaddya want me to do now?” He finally looks up from his boots and contemplates the scene in front of him. “What the hell? How’d you do that?”


    I don’t answer him, because the angel answers for me. “Patrick, this is Neil. Be nice and say hello, for goodness sakes, and watch your mouth around company.”


    “Sorry, Mama.” He takes his eyes to me and nods, cool like, as if he were already grown up. “Hi. Thanks for doing … that … whatever you did. My mom gets crabby when she’s stressed.”


    She walks to Patrick, wraps her arm around his shoulders, at the same time she looks down and smiles at him.


    Lucky son of a bitch.


    “Okay, I’m gonna to go then. Nice to meet you both.” I turn around, never intending to return, but again, she won’t let me leave without a commitment.


    “Neil, dinner remember? Patrick and I won’t eat until you get here, so don’t keep us waiting, okay?”


    “Thank you … ma’am…” I don’t even know her name.


    “Lynda, my name is Lynda Cash. See you then.”


    I look at her, still holding Patrick close into her side, only now rather than looking at me with pity, she looks at me like I’m her new best friend that she’s thankful to have. I stare for a few more minutes and as if she can read my mind, she walks to me and embraces me in a hug.


    I sigh into her, because I was right - she smells good, too.


    ~~~~~


    “Two thirty, don’t make me send Mace to find you. She will gather the women of the tribe and you’ll both wish it were me that came to hunt you down instead.”


    I’m ignored. The game is in full swing again, and both Honor and Gunner are engrossed in it to the point they are no longer partaking in activities in the real world.


    Un-fuckin’-believable.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Five


    


    “Blessed are the hearts that can bend; they shall never be broken.”


    -Albert Camus


    


    After leaving dumb and dumber upstairs to continue the assault against an imaginary army of sorts, I head back downstairs to tell Hem I’m going to run a few unexpected errands. My mind still isn’t clear, even after talking to him. Before I pledge my soul to Mace, I want it without obstruction. Not for me, but for her. It’s what she deserves.


    When I make my way back to the bar, I see Hem has a very pregnant Sadey wrapped in his arms as she sits on his lap resting her head back on his shoulder, finding comfort in his hold. She looks exasperated and miserable in this state. The woman is the size of a small house and yet she’s still just as beautiful as ever.


    Sadey went through hell after the assault Greyson and Warren forced on Hem, but mustered enough strength to carry and deliver a child through that torment. I’m so proud of her for that. She’s stronger than anyone has ever given her credit for.


    “Alright, Hem. You know what’s going on upstairs? Jesus, it’s the most ridiculous scene I’ve ever witnessed from those two. I know we’re older and wiser and all that shit, but c’mon … that tops anything we’ve ever done.”


    Hem laughs under Sadey, and she winces in discomfort as she sits up a bit to get some space. She’s looking at me now, scowling for ruining her quiet moment with her caveman.


    Keep looking at me like that, Sadey. You wouldn’t be so damn uncomfortable all the time if you didn’t enjoy that caveman clawing at you constantly, and you’ve already got Patrick, so you know he’s a potent motherfucker.


    “They play it all night. Seriously, they even have pretend friends in lobbies that meet them. Weirdest thing I’ve ever seen. If I ever told my mother I wanted to play inside while the sun was still shining, I would have gotten a stiletto to the ass.”


    He’s right. Lynda was all about the kids playing outside. She conned us into planting flowers, building treehouses, swimming at the lake … anything to keep our asses from being parked in front of a television.


    Unless “Knight Rider” re-runs were on. Then she gave up trying to get us out of the room. Knight’s super car 'K.I.T.T.' was badass, and everyone fucking knew it.


    “Shame…” Sadey looks ornery. This outta be good. “Are you ready to become Mr. Mace Cash tonight?”


    Yep, knew it. The little kitten wants to play in the lion’s den. Claws out, Sadey girl.


    I walk to her aggressively, fooling her only for a second that I’m pissed at her childlike torture. I know how to get Sadey to shut her mouth. She hates when I do this, but it gives me back the upper hand and the women in my life deserve some form of torture for putting me through what they do on a daily fuckin’ basis.


    Giving her a chance to opt out of this brutal conversation, I stop my dissent and ask her. “Sadey, honey, you really want to pick at this?”


    She smiles and turns into Hem’s neck for approval to play with me. He rolls his eyes at us both. He knows this will be guaranteed entertainment at her expense, not mine, and his little woman is earning every bit of what’s comin’ to her.


    “It’s just a label, Shame. Don’t get spun up.” Now she’s trying to placate me.


    Nervous, baby?


    After lookin’ into Hem’s face for approval, I don’t hesitate to pull the trigger on her embarrassment. “Sadey, they could call me the Queen of England for all I fuckin’ care. It’s a label I don’t mind, just as long as I get to taste her for the rest of my life. She tastes like sugar laced with mint when she cums and, God Almighty, her mouth is like a….”


    I hear Sadey gasp before I take my eyes from a now smiling Hem as she cuts me off.


    “Stop! Are you crazy, you sick bastard? Damn it, can you ever not be crass? That’s my best friend you’re talking about like that.”


    I laugh as I lean into her, kissing her cheek, lingering a bit too long for her comfort, but I wink at Hem behind her, so he knows I’m not done fuckin’ with her. He smiles. This is his way of giving me the go ahead.


    I lean down so I can get close to her ear and whisper. “Jealous much, baby? Ya know, Hem and I used to share, is that why you’re trying to play with me? Darlin’, tell me what you want.”


    She pushes me away from her instantly, nervous of Hem’s reaction. “You’re an ass. Mace would have your nuts if she heard you talk to me like that.”


    Tit for tat, sweetheart.


    Grinning, I step back. “I win. Don’t fuck with me again, Sadey. The flush on your face is evidence of your lessoned learned. I’m crass and Mace likes me that way. Actually, she fuckin’ loves my mouth and….”


    “Okay! Stop, please. You’re giving me a headache. You win.”


    There, she admits it herself. Now I can fist pump in the air. I may not have saved the imaginary world, but I sure as shit humbled my little friend into shutting the hell up.


    Using both hands, Hem starts to massage her swollen belly. She puts her hands on top of his and holds them still. I don’t want to imagine that it’s turning her on, but her face and neck are blushing severely and she’s starting to rock against him, creating friction from his knee as he moves it underneath her.


    Yeah right, like I’m the vulgar one in all of us. I’m just not afraid to say what the hell I want.


    Jealousy eats at me knowing Hem is having another child, a boy of course. Fuckin’ asshole. I’m thankful he gets to see this one to term, but not so thankful that I’m not green with envy.


    “I’m outta here, man. I have shit I want to wrap up before I head to the church in a few hours.” I turn my back on the happy couple and head towards the door.


    “Shame.” Hem’s tone is serious; he’s worried about our earlier conversation. I don’t blame him, I’m in a strange place right now with everything, except my love for her.


    I turn back to look at him with a smile on my face, so he knows I’m okay. “Yeah?”


    “You alright?”


    “I’m good.”


    As I look at him and Sadey still sitting together as he continues to span his hand across her stomach, another memory comes to me; this one hurts. Of all the things that happened to me as a kid; the beatings, lies, hunger, and being made to run drugs at the age of nine, what hurt the most was leaving my new family behind for a fresh life of hell.


    ~~~~~


    Witnessing the love Warren, Patrick’s step-dad, has for Lynda and the love she gives to Patrick, I know my life here is all dark colors of fucked up. It’s abusive and scary at best. I don’t know freedom from violence and hate and I’m growing accustomed to it.


    I’m stirred from sleep with a familiar noise that makes my blood boil. I’m still a kid, just turning twelve. I move the covers off my sweat ridden body and get out of bed. The air conditioning took a hit and dad hasn’t replaced or fixed it, so I’m suffocating. Between that and the suspense that devours my life on a daily basis, I live in a constant state of panic and sweat.


    Once I make it back to the living room I see my dad wailing on my mom with all his power. She softens for him to continue his physical and verbal bashing. She’s given up on shielding herself, she knows if she fights the poundings it will only be worse. He likes us to fight back, so fuck him, why give him the satisfaction?


    “You’re a fuckin’ whore. You think I don’t see you and your friend Switch sharing looks and your little useless silent moments of lust? You’re a fuckin’ slut.”


    He pounds his fist at her face again as she sits with her back against the wall, looking practically lifeless. She’s not crying, and at this point I’m thankful she’s high so I don’t have to listen to her screams of terror.


    It’s not until he utters words that cause both she and I cringe. “We’re leaving. We’re taking our shit and moving to Columbus. Fuck Switch, fuck the deal, and fuck the money. You’ve ruined everything just by being who you are; a good for nothing piece of shit. You’ve got one hour to pack what we’re taking; get the kid, and then we’re outta here.”


    Mom instantly becomes alert and responsive. “No! Please. Gary, I won’t go back. I swear, just don’t move us. We have it good here. You and I are good here. The boy has done everything you’ve asked. We can keep using him to run and the police won’t suspect anything. Gary, please, think about this.”


    She’s met with an open handed smack on her already swollen and bloodied face. I can’t move. He’s telling her he’s moving us out of this town and away from all I know. I’m never going to see Lynda or Patrick again. I can’t breathe for fear of crying.


    He takes his focus from my mom for a few seconds to inspect his aching hand. The son of a bitch is pissed his hand is sore from the thrashings he’s been dealing my mother for the last fifteen minutes.


    God, if you really exist and you’re here watching, please help me.


    My eyes are watering, a sign of weakness, and he sees it as he comes toward me with his hand raised. I’ve learned, like my mother, it’s better to not fight him on this. Just take the beating until he wears down or injures himself, and then repair myself the best I can with what unused medical supplies we have in the house.


    He looks at me directly in the eyes, as they continue to fill, and drops his hands. I wish he would strike me; at least it would dull this pain. He’s skilled with his ability to mentally abuse me, hurting me more with silence than a beating might.


    “You hearin’ me boy? Get your shit. One box, that’s all you’re taking. Make it fast. One fuckin’ hour.” He pushes me with his body so I move out of the way as he makes his way to the bathroom to shower and collect himself.


    My mom stares at me through her own tears. It’s been a long time that she’s looked at me with any type of consideration. The look has nothing to do with me though, she’s heartbroken because she’s leaving Switch. Blind to me, she and Switch have a thing. Meaning he provides her with drugs and keeps her high. She’s a whore, but she’s whoring herself out for pills and blow, not seeking love or money.


    Running to my room, I fill the one box that I’m allowed to take with all the things that Lynda has ever given me. These are just things. What I’m really taking with me is the hope she’s given to me this last year. She loves me unconditionally. Love doesn’t fill a box, it fills my heart and I’m taking it with me. My father will never get that. He doesn’t stand a chance.


    I’m crying as I finish filling the box with my clothes and mementos. When I’m done, all of five minutes later, I take the box and set it on the kitchen table, passing my mom in the process. “I’m going to Patrick’s to say goodbye, fuck you all if you have a problem with that.”


    I’ve never talked to her like that, but I don’t fuckin’ care. Let my dad try to stop me, he can’t kill me, I’m the drug runner … the unsuspecting teenage drug runner. I have a few years left in me for him to use before I become a suspect under the police department’s watchful eye. By that time, though, I’ll be long gone and away from these chains of torment.


    Climbing up on my bike, I wipe all remnants of useless tears filled with emotion, and make my way across the block to Patrick’s.


    As I pull up in his driveway I see Warren outside working in Lynda’s flowerbed he made for her last summer. He’s planting spring flowers. It’s odd to see him out of a suit, but this look on him creates an impressive illusion of the doting father and husband. He’s an ass that wears a suit, nothing more.


    Without looking up, he greets me. “Well, hello there, Neil.” Not just an ass, he’s a bull-shitter, as well. He doesn’t like me and generally when no one is around he cuts any idle chit chat or manners.


    “Hi, Mr. Cash. Are Lynda and Patrick around?”


    “In the house. Hem fucked up and dropped a jar of damn pickles, so his mother is inside trying to remove the stench and deal with him at the same time.”


    There’s the asshole in play right now and to think I had almost missed him. I don’t show him any further respect as I pass him and open the door to the house without knocking, I don’t have time to wait.


    “Hey there, honey.” Lynda’s expression falls as soon as she catches my tear stained face.


    She’s very pregnant with that dickhead's child, they just found out they were having a little girl. God, if only Lynda could see what I saw when I look at her. Then maybe she would understand he’s a monster and she’s living her life in mostly the same manner I am. We’re both somebody’s hostage. She could change it, make a difference in her life, but she refuses.


    “Hi.” It’s all I can mutter before I go running into her now open arms for a reassuring embrace and lose myself all over her pink and brown apron.


    She runs her fingers through my hair while using her voice to console me. After a few minutes, I’ve gathered myself and she’s controlled her emotions seeing me like this, she pulls me from her body putting her hands on my shoulders and looks me over to check if I’m physically okay.


    Her brows lower and come together. “What’s the matter, Neil? Honey, are you hurt?”


    I don’t answer her because I’m afraid to speak. I just nod and wave my hands away from my body to signal that I’m alright.


    She caresses my cheek and holds it for a second. “Talk to me.” Softly she moves the hair from my eyes, begging me in silence to tell her what’s happened.


    “We’re moving, Mrs. Cash. We’re leaving today. My dad said it’s time we go.”


    She moves me into a close-fitting hold and I hear a small sudden and suffered sob come from her. “Stay here for me, baby, okay? Patrick’s in his room, we had an incident so he’s not very happy right now.”


    “Yes, Ma’am.”


    She turns away from me and heads to the door at the same time Patrick comes darting out from his room. I don’t want to tell him I’m leaving. Within the last year or so he and I have gotten close. He’s become like a brother to me. He doesn’t judge or make fun of my life and I’ve never had a friend that I love as much as him. I’ve never had a friend, at all.


    After I break the news to him, he stands there motionlessly. His face is blank, but I can see his tears forming at the rims of his eyes. He’s as upset about this as I am and he gets to stay with Lynda.


    I want his life.


    He pats my shoulder as he passes me on the way to the front door. “Let’s go see what my mom’s doing, maybe she’s finding a way to keep you.”


    His words give me false hope. My dad would never leave his meal ticket behind. No way. I don’t verbalize my doubt as I follow him out of the kitchen and into the living room, nearing the open front door. Patrick’s face is set in anger as we hear the raised voices coming from outside.


    “No, Lynda. Fuck, we’re expecting a child in a few weeks and you want to take in some latch key kid that we don’t even know. He could be diseased. It’s one thing to have him to dinner, but to live here? Are you losing your mind? Pregnancy hormones must be ravaging you because you clearly aren’t thinking like a protective mother right now.”


    “Don’t talk of him like that. He’s a good boy and you know it. You said yourself he’s a lost child with a run of bad luck.”


    Lynda is asking that I stay, that’s enough to fill my heart with hope of a living a free life one day. She believes in me; no one believes in me.


    “Damn it, the answer is no. This is not a negotiation!”


    He throws the shovel he was using on the flower bed and passes her as he heads into the garage without looking back.


    She whispers to herself so softly Patrick and I almost don’t catch it through the open screen door. “You’re an asshole, Warren. Life will catch up to you and you’ll regret all your selfish decisions.”


    She comes back in with a fake smile plastered her face. “Neil, we’re going to miss you. I have something for you. Wait here. Hem go to your room and give Neil that coat Uncle Doc gave you for Christmas.”


    They both leave me alone, standing by the front door, reeling in thought. Patrick knows Doc? Lynda knows Doc? I remember him; I still admire and appreciate what he did for me a few years ago.


    Lynda comes back with an envelope. After handing it to me, she wipes her tears as they start to fall from her eyes. Her voice is raspy and she looks defeated. “Open it now for me, okay? I want to explain what’s in there and what I want you to do with it.”


    Accepting it from her shaky hands, I can see it has my name scrawled across it in angelic handwriting. It’s only when I open it do I see the importance of what she’s trying to give me.


    The first thing that catches my eye is the picture of all of us together at Hem’s birthday party last year. I had been upset that day because I couldn’t afford anything to give him and she had told me that morning that friendship is a gift that costs much more than any present I could ever buy for Patrick. While he was unwrapping dozens of presents, I remember thinking about that and how unlucky he was that everyone brought him presents, not friendship, in offer for his birthday.


    After I’ve studied the picture with a heavy heart, she explains the rest of the envelope's content. “The money, it’s for you. When you need it, I want you to promise me you’ll use it.”


    That was the first time she ever let on that she had any acknowledgement in knowing my parents were terrible people. Maybe she didn’t know about the physical abuse and I’m thankful for that. This beautiful woman doesn’t deserve to feel the heavy burden of weight it would give her to know I come from shit and live only to survive.


    I don’t say anything. There has to be over a thousand dollars here. If my dad were to find this, he would think I stole from him and God himself only knows what consequence I would suffer at his hands for that offense. I know exactly what I’m going to do with the money, but she doesn’t need that information.


    I need to get back before my dad is irate and the road to our new hell is made to be worse than what it’s already going to be. “Thank you.”


    I hold the picture in my fingers, bringing it closer to my face to avoid her stare. We were all happy that day.


    She grabs me, jerking me from my memory, and holds me close to her, so tight I can’t breathe, but it’s worth the fight to regain my breath. “You’re loved. Don’t you ever forget that, okay? I’m going to see you again. When you come back to visit, you are welcome to stay here.”


    She doesn’t know I heard her plea to Warren about keeping me, so I play this off as a simple ‘goodbye for now.’


    “Thank you, Mrs. Cash.”


    Patrick trots back into the living room with the coat that, apparently, our mutual acquaintance gave him. “Here.” He won’t look at me and he has no words of goodbye to offer.


    I don’t want to talk it out. I can only grab him in a man hug, even though we are far from being men. When my arms lock around him, he lets out a heavy sigh, so I know he’s not unaffected. I pat his back for the last time and I let the tears fall. My best friend in the world doesn’t want to let me go either. Although I’m terribly sad about leaving, knowing he feels the loss as I do brings me peace, making me feel less unaided in this desolation.


    I turn from him and walk directly to the door, stopping to look outside to ensure I don’t have to face Warren again, in all my embarrassment. He’s gone, thank God.


    Without ever looking back to my family, I open the door and walk out - all while willing my tears not to fall.


    The envelope she gave me is in my back pocket. I’m keeping the picture. It’s all I have to remember the faces that I love so much.


    Looking at the sun, I can tell my time is nearly up. I would suspect I have only about forty minutes left before I leave the only peace I’ve ever known, with the only people that have ever given a shit about me.


    When I pull up to Peril I feel anxious, but I’m not as frightened as I was that first time. Knocking on the door I take a quick look around to see if anyone is coming at me from behind. These clubhouses are eerily fearsome, even in broad daylight on a Thursday afternoon.


    The door opens and sure as fuck, it’s a repeat of three years ago. Hercules stands above me, towering over in a look of anger, waiting for me to speak.


    “Hi. Umm, is umm, Doc around?” I don’t need to piss my pants again, but if he makes one move towards me I’ll have no other choice. He’s that unapproachable.


    “Get in here, son.” I hear the voice behind Hercules talking to me as he just saw me yesterday.


    I walk in around Herc and his towering inferno, to a figure before me, pulling the envelope from my back pocket. “I don’t know if you remember me, but I wanted to come by and give you something. My dad is making us move, so I want to give you this real quick. I have to go and get back.”


    I hand him the envelope, minus the picture that I still have tucked away. I want to pay him back as much as I can for the time he saved my ass by buying all the product I had on me that day.


    He stares at me with indifference for a moment then whispers only to himself, so I can hardly hear, after he reviews its contents. “Well, I’ll be a son of a bitch, she’s right, good fuckin’ kid.”


    I don’t know what he’s talking about, but his eyes soften and his face is overcome with love as he stares at the handwriting that addresses the envelope.


    I’m nervous to interrupt his thought, but Hercules doesn’t hesitate. Fucker could see he was having a moment and still chimed right in to ruin it. Damn.


    “What the fuck is that, boss?” His voice is angry, as if I’ve just given Doc a laced envelope with a dose of acid. If I were older Herc and I wouldn’t be friends.


    Doc stands from his red recliner and comes to me wearing a look of admiration. I still have no idea what’s going through his head.


    “This,” he lifts the envelope to Herc’s face and waves it around with purpose, “is honor and loyalty and it's fuckin’ priceless.” Herc looks at me, and judging by the look on his face, one that matches mine, we are equally confused.


    Doc embraces me with his hand by the back of my neck and as his scary stance relaxes as pulls me close to him. “Son, don’t sell out. You hear me? Don’t you ever feel that you are what they are. You have nothing to be ashamed of. You’re better than that, this right here tells me you are.”


    “Okay.” I have no other response to his words. Inside, though, I’m feeling a renewed sense of self. I am better than what they are making me to be. I’ve doubted this before, but hearing it from Doc brings that glimmer of hope to the surface again.


    “No, kid, not good enough. I want you to look me in the eye and tell me that you know you’re better than this and you won’t waste your life a moment longer than what’s needed to find your own way.”


    My voice is shaking as I look from Doc to Herc, and I see that even in Herc’s eyes, the sadness on my behalf dwells. Doc is searching my face for confirmation that I get this last lesson he’s trying gingerly to teach me.


    “Alright. I understand.”


    “Take care now. Come back and visit anytime. There’ll always be a place for you here, so when you find yourself in a pinch, you let me know.” He looks to Tank to deliver a request on my behalf. “Tank, give him the number; my personal number.”


    After a gentle squeeze, he lets go of the back of the neck and takes me into his side by my shoulders. When he lets go, I feel the loss of his safety immediately.


    He walks me to the door and stands above me like a proud father might. Winking at me, he turns to Herc and informs him he’s going to give me and my bike a ride home in the ‘cage’.


    What the fuck is a cage?


    Curtly, Herc nods, already understanding the meaning of this request.


    ~~~~~


    It wouldn’t be until years later that I would realize what Doc was doing for me that day. Hercules was headed to have a small chat with my father. After I got home and went inside to gather my box, as it still sat on the kitchen table, Herc delivered a message my father would never forget.


    Nothing specifically changed in my life after that day. Another town just held other opportunities to be used by my father and his business. Somehow knowing I was loved by Doc, Lynda, and Hem helped push me through the next few years of sadness, anger, and contempt. I was determined to escape the clutches of that madman.


    Making my way to my cage, which later I had learned was slang for a biker's four-wheeled ride, I stop and look around at the falling leaves off the trees in the neighborhood. There’s a slight chill in the air, but my body is too tense from living through memories of my lost childhood to notice for long.


    


    

  


  


  
    Chapter Six


    


    “You cannot create experience. You must undergo it.”


    -Albert Camus


    


    Pulling out onto the highway, I can see the water tower from here. I wince at the thought of what I had done there and with who. I was only seventeen and had left my parents back in Tallahassee to suffer with each other. Knowing I didn’t have any way to keep me afloat in way of money, I accepted an offer from a woman I had just met.


    Had I gone straight to Hem and Lynda this distasteful memory could’ve all been avoided. I was ashamed of the past I was running from and the memories I was leaving behind. My parents weren’t even aware I had escaped, and that’s exactly what it was; I was technically a runaway. One day after school I just got on my bike and kept going past my driveway when I saw a gang member choking and beating my dad in our front yard in broad daylight.


    Doc and Peril was what I was running towards. Doc was here in town, and I knew that worst case scenario I would have him to call on for help if I found myself in trouble. Although I hardly knew him, I had thought about the way he looked at that envelope I had handed him all those years before. He knew Lynda, hell if his eyes held truth, he cared immensely for her. Still not knowing in what regard he knew her, I trusted him to help me if needed.


    ~~~~~


    “You come here often?” Her voice is sinful and seductive.


    “What?” Mine is most definitely not. I take a quick look around to see who the hell she’s talking to like that. It sure as fuck can’t be me.


    “I said, do you come here often?” She signals her hands about the gas station and smiles. I get it now, she thinks she’s being fuckin’ funny.


    The woman is good looking. She’s fit, clean, and propels sexual heat from every pore of her tight body. She’s dressed in a short, black, tight pencil skirt with a white dress shirt that buttons up in the front. Her high heeled black boots ride up the length to her knees. Her hair is pitch black and her skin is pale. Her scent is a mix of alcohol and cigarette smoke with a small blend of perfume that’s barely evident. This combination to a hormonal seventeen year old is a cocktail full of promise and intrigue.


    She looks older, and by older I mean maybe thirty to thirty five. Definitely old enough to know better than to make a move on an underage kid in a public place.


    “No. I just got into town.” I eye her up and down suspiciously. “Who are you?”


    


    By the time I got off the bus, which was the only way I could afford to get back to Ohio, I was exhausted both mentally and physically. I didn’t know where I was going to sleep that night and I still wasn’t sure calling Lynda or Doc was a great idea. In essence, I know I’m stalling to avoid explaining to them what I had left behind, and further explaining that unfortunately since I left the way I did, I was considered a minor on the run.


    She reaches out and touches my hair that hasn’t been washed in days. The texture of it doesn’t disturb her at all, and she makes her way down my neck, to my chest using the palm of her hand to push into my flesh. It’s about that time I catch her wedding ring. It’s huge, giving away the fact that this bitch has money.


    Because I had originally planned to leave my parents’ prison shortly after I got my license at sixteen, I had been working out. I was large for my age, already standing six foot. Knowing my dad would have tried like hell to stop me from leaving, my only defense was to toughen up to get out. That, I did.


    She draws closer to my face and I can smell the tequila on her breath, which is surprising since it’s only one o’clock in the afternoon on a fuckin’ Wednesday. I stereotype her right away. She’s a bored housewife looking for trouble and she’s found it - with me.


    “How old are you?”


    “Nineteen.” I look that old, but I’m most definitely not.


    “You feel like playin’? I don’t have to be home for another couple of hours.”


    This surprises me. Even as I stereotyped her, I would have never had guessed to be propositioned in that manner by someone that looks like her.


    “Play? As in…” I need to be certain I understand her intent or if she’s just crazy.


    While keeping it connected to my body, she moves her hand down past my chest. She presses her fingers onto my already semi stiff cock through my dirty jeans.


    “Play. I want to play… with this.” She squeezes me and I suddenly try to think of rainbows and unicorns before I end up losing my virgin control here in a gas station. Until she started to put her hands on me, I didn’t realize I was already this hard.


    Fuck, there are really women around here who act like this?


    About this time I’m giving thought that this could be a way for me to escape, get lost in something that I’ve never done before. Back in Florida I withdrew from even speaking to people at school or in the neighborhood with the life I led; it wasn’t worth it.


    Leaving Patrick nearly broke me, and since I knew in my gut that I had no intentions of sticking around a day more than needed, I retreated into myself; the only person I could trust.


    “Alright, but it’ll cost you.”


    Of all the things I’ve seen and have had to make my way through, I know I’ve developed some serious negotiating skills and I’m fuckin’ hungry, so money is what I’m after. Well, money and sex, but if the two can coincide then I’ve caught a lucky break.


    “You’re awful sure of yourself, cowboy.”


    “I’m not a fuckin’ cowboy. What I am is bored, and you’re the cause. If you’re not fuckin’ around with this, then let’s go. Three hundred. That’s firm.”


    No fuckin’ idea where that figure came from, but I’m new at this … obviously.


    She drops the items she had intended to purchase in the basket beside her, looks me up and down hungrily, and tells me to follow her to her car. As we make it to her ride, I’m instantly pissed off at myself. She drives a fuckin’ Mercedes God damn SUV. I should’ve demanded a fuck of a lot more money.


    She hands me the keys and asks me. “Wanna drive?”


    Fuck yeah I do. I’ve driven my dad many times when he’s been too intoxicated to handle himself. He had a beat up ratty ass truck, so fuck yeah, I’m all about taking her ride for a spin.


    While driving, she reaches for me almost immediately; I recoil at her touch. She’s practically sitting on the middle console and her hands are fuckin’ everywhere as they explore my body. She’s already unbuttoned my pants and has her fingers wrapped around my cock, stroking it just as I do when the mood strikes me. Only her touch is soft, delicate, and feels like silk.


    “What’s your name?” Bitch can’t be serious about this. I’m not into introductions.


    “Don’t have a name I would give you, so don’t ask again.”


    I’ve always had manners when it came to women, so it strikes me as unusual that I am talking to her this way without a second thought. The way I see it, though, she’s using me and I’m using her. We’re both trash. We’re just made from different piles of shit.


    “Pull in here, cowboy.”


    Now the bitch is pissin’ me off. Telling her once with words wasn’t enough to rattle that rich and stuck up brain of hers. She needs to know I won’t take well to a third offense at calling me that. I fuckin’ hate cowboys.


    After I put the car in park, I look around the abandoned parking lot. The water tower ahead of us is painted blue with the town’s name scrolled across it. Can’t say I’ve ever been this close to one before, and now that I have, I can’t say I give a shit to be close to one again.


    I shift my body so I’m leaning into her and she backs off as fear clouds her face. Grabbing her hair and bringing her face to mine I set my warning. “Bitch, told you once I’m not a cowboy. If I have to say it a-fuckin’-gain, you’re going to be lonely this afternoon and something tells me a girl like you doesn’t like to be lonely.” I sneer at her as the sarcasm of my words sink into her thoughtless brain.


    “Asshole.” She throws herself out of my hold. I’ve pissed her off, which is fine, she means nothing to me.


    Ignoring her attempts to hurt my feelings with the name calling I ask her. “You got a condom?” I’m a virgin, not an idiot.


    This isn’t her first fuckin’ rodeo. I’m guessing every ‘cowboy’ she deems worthy has had a shot at her. I like my dick, though, and have plenty of plans for its future so I want to keep it in fine working order.


    She opens the glove box and I’m surprised to see an arsenal of sexual condiments. Scarves, cuffs, blindfolds, condoms, and lube. You name it, she’s got it. She’s not your typical whore, she’s worse. She’s a whore in a rich man’s ride with a taste for filth.


    Taking the condom packet out, she proceeds to open it with her teeth. Once she’s finished she hands it to me and nods for me to put it on myself. The car is small and tight, no idea how I’m going to maneuver this, but three hundred bucks will feed me for weeks so I’m going to make it work.


    Lifting her tight skirt to her waist, she crawls over the console and onto me, her back leaning against the steering wheel. She doesn’t give me a chance to adjust myself in the seat before her body falls onto mine, violently pushing me into her.


    I feel her inside. She’s warm and slick. I close my eyes and revel in the texture of her body as she shifts her hips back and forth and up and down on my cock. I don’t have to move at all. I just sit in my place and watch her get herself off.


    Knowing I’m a virgin and this sensation won’t last, I don’t spend too much time caring about what she thinks of my sex skills. She’s done this before, and I don’t know when I will ever get the chance again - so fuck her.


    My hands make their way to her fancy dress shirt. I start to unbutton it so I can get a look at her tits, but before I can get the first button loose she stills above me and slaps my face - hard.


    “The fuck was that for, bitch?” Other than my mother, no woman has ever hit me like that.


    She sneers; she’s pissed off. “Don’t fuckin’ touch me. Your hands don’t get to touch me.”


    I’m briefly taken back, finding she’s not only a kinky whore, but she’s also fuckin’ crazy. I ignore her bitchy mouth and let her continue her movements. My hands remain idle at my sides.


    I can smell her arousal in the small confines of the car. The sounds of her ragged breath are the only noise she’s making, and other than my exhaling grunts when she slams her body back down on mine repeatedly, we are quiet.


    After a few minutes of enjoying the feel of her, she freezes on top of me. She clutches my shoulders and squeezes my cock that’s buried to the hilt inside her. I feel the warm gush of fluid she drops on the condom as she moans her release in my ear. Her face is flush and I can see as she opens her eyes that she looks completely satisfied.


    I don’t have time to pat myself on the back before this bitch hops off and starts giving me instruction. “You can get out or I can give you a ride back to the gas station, but I’m not driving your ass anywhere else, so choose which you’d prefer.”


    What the fuck?


    I look down to my cock, still straight and hard, her juices painting the condom, root to tip. I get where this is going. I’m paid so it’s alright that only she gets off.


    Fuck that and fuck her.


    I remove the condom; tossing it outside the window. I send her a quick look and see she’s amused with herself that I’m doing as I was told. I may be a good male whore, but this rich bitch is in for a surprise.


    My hands make their way back to my cock and I start to stroke it while thinking of her ridin’ it hard only minutes ago. Fuck, I don’t even care that I still have an audience in the car. My first time will not be an event that I remember not getting off on.


    I pay so much attention to my flesh and my own touch I’ve missed what she’s doing right now.


    She mumbles hungrily in my direction. “God, you’re a beautiful boy.”


    I hear her before I see her. When I open my eyes, I note her face is red and she’s touching her full breasts after she’s already unbuttoned her shirt. Fire engine red fuckin’ bra, go figure.


    She-devil.


    I reach for the back of her head as she winces behind her eyes, and using a forceful tone I pull her head towards me and instruct her. “Suck it.”


    I know I’m reaching with this request, but I have nothing to lose. Her brown eyes meet mine and although the shock of my request has brought her out of her lust momentarily, she takes to my instruction like a champ. She bends her head into me, so I grip her soft dark hair pushing her face into my lap with mild force.


    It doesn’t take but about thirty seconds for her wet, hot, and tight mouth to send me into my first orgasm witnessed by another person.


    Fuckin’ awesome. I know I could get addicted to this.


    When she’s done, she sits up, licks the rest of my fluid from her lip with her tongue, and smiles. She gets into her purse and hands me five one hundred dollar bills.


    The bitch is sated and I can’t tell if her overpayment is intentional or not, but I do not fuckin’ care. I pocket the cash and get out of the car. She comes around to my side, gets in, starts it, and drives away; never once making eye contact with me again.


    Fuck, women are just as evil as men. They’re just better at labeling us for our crude behavior.


    I stand there looking up at the tower thinking about what to do next. It wouldn’t be smart to walk around town with this cash. Also wouldn’t be smart to blow it on a hotel for sleep.


    I smile after a few seconds realizing that rich bitch never even kissed me.


    ~~~~~


    After my intimate exchange with a complete stranger, I realized how much I needed to be around something familiar - home. It was at that moment I decided I was going to find Patrick and Lynda. As I started to walk the road leading out of that parking lot, I began a discussion with God – man to maker. I’ve never prayed so sincerely before that day, but if he were available, I needed his help more than ever.


    I can’t help but laugh at myself after reliving this memory. I’ve met many women just like that throughout the years. Most of them really are just bored housewives looking to fill their time before getting back to their abusive or negligent husbands that have left them feeling alone and afraid of facing a life filled with nothing.


    Realizing I never really thought about her as a person, just more of an experience or event in my life I won’t forget, I feel a moment of sadness for her nameless face. We’re all anonymous faces at some point in our lives, but some of us stay that way longer than we had intended.


    


    

  


  


  
    Chapter Seven


    


    “A craving for freedom and independence is generated only in a man still living on hope.”


    -Albert Camus


    


    It wasn’t as if I had a phone to reach out to Hem while I was gone those few desolate years. Even if I had one, I wouldn’t have ever initiated contact. I had no news to offer other than my sad and lonely life as a kid whose parents ignored, used, and beat him on occasion. If I had called and shared the story of my days with Hem and Lynda, it would have only tainted the love they had for me. At least that’s what I believed at the time. For their sake, I had to let them go.


    The day after I arrived back here and found myself walking aimlessly around town, I knew I needed to reach out to them. Being lonely, scared, and poor had already started to make me nervous and it had only been not even thirty six hours.


    I had no idea if they were still living there since it had been four almost five years. Eventually, people move and their lives continue.


    I’ve driven this stretch of road many times over the last twenty odd years. I considered this place my home, on and off, for almost three of those years. Lynda took me in without asking questions or demanding answers of where I had been, and what took place around me while I was gone. All I had to do was knock on the door.


    Parking my truck at the curb, I get out and get a good look around the house. The house has been painted; the flower bed that Warren had made is gone, and the front door has been replaced. The porch decorations almost make it unrecognizable. That front porch was where I first met a small, screaming, snotty nose Mace Cash. Not long after, Sadey came up behind her, as ever, making her grand entrance.


    ~~~~~


    Fuck, I’m nervous. On one hand, I’m happy to be here and see they’re still here. Patrick’s house is the same as it always was. Flowers are flourishing. It’s mid-summer, so they are full of color and bloom, and when the wind blows I catch their scent. The color of the shutters are the same, but the house looks newly painted. Lynda’s car sits in the driveway; it’s the same car I helped her unlock during our first introduction.


    Making my way up to the front door, I can hear screaming from inside. It’s the kind of screaming you would hear at a birthday party filled with excited kids, but this sounds like only one or two crumb snatchers and they … are … loud.


    Before knocking, I hear Patrick’s voice bellow in the background. “Are you fuckin’ kidding me right now, Sadey girl? What the fuck have you done? He’s a fuckin’ dog, damn it. He’s not your doll. Take it off of him, I won’t ask you again!”


    Who the fuck is Sadey? It dawns on me that she must be his kid sister. My guess is she would be at least four or five years old by now.


    “Patrick, stop. I’m telling!” She re-groups, this time her voice is even louder than it was. “Mrs. Caaaaash, Patrick is taking the scarf off Scotch, and it needs to be there. Scotch is my customer at the store, so he has to be dressed. You can’t walk into a store naked; other customer’s won’t like it. Tell him to stop taking off Scotch’s clooooothes!”


    Nope, not his sister unless Patrick calls her Mrs. Cash now, too. Good to see that Patrick is still exasperating those that love him. Some things don’t change.


    I knock twice, putting more knuckle into it than I normally would, to ensure those inside can hear me. I wait and get nothing. I knock again. I can still hear the screeching of that child in the background.


    Holy hell, as stressed as I am about all the changes around me, I’m unsure I can handle all this plus an annoying child. Damn it to hell, I hope it’s just one kid making all that racket.


    Just then I hear, but don’t see, slight footsteps stomping behind the door. I stiffen my body and straighten my shoulders bracing for whatever reaction I may get. They could be pissed I haven’t kept in touch, or they could be ecstatic to see me. I’m praying for the latter.


    As the door opens, I don’t see anyone I expect to see. As I’m looking up, eye level, I find no one. It’s the sweet voice below the door’s window that immediately catches my attention.


    “Hi. Are you a stranger?” I see a skeptical look coming from this very tiny person. She keeps her hand pressed to the door handle, as if her protected effort would be to slam the door in my face.


    She’s small. Her eyes are round and dark brown with long lashes that outline their almond shape. Her hair is a soft brown; similar to Patrick’s. She’s not too tiny in frame, but she’s short. She looks healthy, and she’s wearing a shit eating grin that tells me already she’s an ornery little shit.


    Since I’m so shocked at the sight of her, I don’t answer her fast enough. We’ve never met. This has to be Patrick’s little sister. Fuck, she’s cute, but all kids are cute when they’re still, and she’s still right now waiting for me to answer to the question I’ve already forgotten.


    She turns from me to yell back into the house. “Mooooooom, there’s a stranger at the door.”


    I’m shifting on my feet. I can’t let these nerves go until I see a familiar face. I start to curse to myself quietly and under my breath, but the little monster in front of me calls me out on it as her eyes widen in shock.


    “You shouldn’t say bad words. My mom says that if you get caught saying bad words your mouth will grow shut and then you can’t eat or drink or talk or brush your teeth, and you have to walk around wanting to talk, but you can’t because your mouth grew closed because you said ‘fuck’, like you just did. Soooo, I’m thinking you don’t want to use bad words. Not just ‘fuck’ either. You shouldn’t say ‘damn’ or ‘shit’ either because they’re bad words too, my mom says so.”


    Holy shit, she just said that in one breath, and without flinching dropped the ‘F’ bomb, as well. Yeah, definitely, this ornery one has to be Patrick’s kid sister.


    “Is your mom home?”


    “Yep.”


    “Is Patrick home?”


    “Yepppp.”


    I am losing patience with the back and forth banter that apparently, even at her young age, she enjoys. “Can you please just go and get one of them for me?”


    She grins at me. This little monster has the sweetest smile. The honesty in her eyes is familiar, and it mirrors that of her mother. A shiver runs down my back knowing I’m this close to this being ‘home’. If only this little nuisance would hurry up and do what I’m nicely askin’ her to do.


    Putting her small hand on her hip and looking at me in challenge, she answers me with another question. “Why you want me to get Patrick? He’s grounded, ya know. He’s always grounded, but this time he’s grounded for a looooong time.” She starts to giggle with her own memory of whatever my buddy did to get himself in trouble this time.


    Just as I’m about to ask the little heathen to shut up and go get Lynda for me, another child, same size and shape, comes bouncing behind monster number one. Monster number two is equally as cute, but just as fuckin’ loud.


    Christ.


    “Mace, you’re gonna get in trouble. You aren’t supposed to open the door to strangers. Patrick is gonna be really mad at you again.” With that proclamation, monster number two slams the door in my face.


    Are you fucking shitting me right now?


    Jesus, if I ever need a guard at my door I’m relieved to know I can get cheap labor in the form of two children, girls of course. The perpetrators would just give up and walk away after meeting these crazies.


    About now, though, is when I really start losing patience. I ring the doorbell this time and follow it up with another heavy knock. I can hear the girls laughing behind the door and like music to my fuckin’ ears I hear and see Lynda walking towards the door through its window.


    Continuing her quick pace, she scoots the monsters out from under her feet, and then she opens the door and grabs me in her arms without any hesitation. The thought of what I’m capable of now that I’m older hasn’t crossed her mind in the least. She hasn’t seen me in years, but feeling her body wrapped around mine I breathe easily and smile into her shoulder. I’m much taller than her and my large arms wrap around her body with ease.


    This is home.


    “Neil Carrick. I never thought…”


    “I know.” She didn’t believe her own words back then, neither did I. We never thought we would see each other again.


    “You’re so big. You grew up. You must be…”


    “Seventeen, Ma’am.”


    “Lynda, call me Lynda. Don’t call me ma’am. Two kids, busy husband, and gray hair are enough to tell me I’m aging. Please don’t add to the horror.”


    I push her away from my body a little bit so I can get a better look at her. She hasn’t changed much. A few gray hairs, a few wrinkles, but damn the woman is still hot. I shudder a bit thinking about what happened at the water tower. Shit, I bet Lynda isn’t much older than her.


    Fuckin’ hell.


    “Alright.” I smile at her while her eyes linger on my face a bit longer than I’m comfortable with. She’s reading me. She’s looking into me, searching and assessing the damages I’ve consumed while being away. If she looks long enough she won’t like what she finds, and it will kill me to have to explain things that I want to just leave behind and buried in my past.


    “Where are your mom and dad? Are they here?” With fear in her eyes, she takes a quick look around outside. She’s checking to see if I’m alone or if I’ve brought unwanted guests.


    “No. I left. I’m alone. I took a bus…”


    She doesn’t want to hear it. She cuts me off as I try to tell her how I got to be here. “No, honey, you’re most certainly not alone. Come in, Patrick is in his room. Let me make you a sandwich, and you can meet Sadey and Mace.”


    Ahhh. Sadey and Mace. The monsters have names. Suppose it’s better for me to refer to them with those names rather than “Annoying” and “Exasperating.” I like my nicknames better being that they’re more accurate descriptions, but whatever.


    She takes my hand and leads me into the house. It smells of home and looks even more inviting than it ever did. Toys are scattered about. A new golden puppy is chasing my new friend Mace around with fervor, only because she’s baiting him with what looks to be a wet, soggy, half eaten graham cracker, and he wants a bite. The curtains are open, and the sun pours in through the blinds.


    “What the fuck, man?” Patrick stills as he enters the living room and finds me. Lynda hasn’t let go of my hand, and she gives me a gentle squeeze in excitement right before she corrects Patrick’s tone. I was the last person he expected to see here.


    “Patrick Collins. Watch your mouth, you know better than to talk like that. Your sister and her friend are here and besides, that’s no way to greet your friend.”


    Patrick puts his head down. “Sorry, Mama.”


    Sadey comes running out of Mace’s room, and runs smack into Patrick’s legs knocking him off balance and sucking the tension from the situation. Lynda laughs and Patrick sighs in complete exasperation. Point made. “Exasperating” suits the little shit.


    “Come on now, Sadey girl, I’ve asked you to stop doin’ that. My knee is still hurting from the last time you knocked your damn head into it.”


    She stalls her motion and looks up to him, voicing her thought. “Sorry. I think you’re wrong.” She gasps. “It hurt my head more than your knee.” She rubs her head remembering the tragic injury she must have suffered at the influences of his spiteful knee.


    He smiles at her as he picks her up, sets her upside down on her back across his shoulder. Her shirt drops, exposing her belly button, so he uses it as an opportunity to tickle her silly. She lets out a high pitched squeal that makes me narrow my eyes to seek comfort.


    Patrick finally has enough control over her to speak. “Welcome back, pal. I wasn’t expecting…”


    “I know. Just got in town and thought I would stop by to say hi.”


    His face falls. “Hi? Fuck no, you’re not just sayin’ hi. You’re staying, right?”


    “Maybe…” I don’t have any answers right now. The room is consumed in chaos, and I can barely think.


    Behind me, though, I feel a tug on my jeans. Lynda smiles warmly at the sight of Mace trying to garner my attention. I turn around to see her smiling, still wearing crumbs on her face, and looking at me like I’m the biggest giant she’s ever met.


    “What’s yer name?”


    “Neil.”


    “What? Neil’s a naaaaame? I thought that was when we sit on our knees in church and Father Marcus comes around and says a blessing over us.” She pauses to look from me to her mother for reassurance. “Mom, isn’t that a Neil?”


    Lynda rolls her eyes at my new friend. “Annoying” and Patrick continues cradling “Exasperating” in his arms. He’s grown, as well. He’s much taller and his large build remains, but instead of baby fat I can see the growing definition of his arms and chest as he puts a very unhappy Sadey back down on her feet. She doesn’t leave his side, though, just wraps her arms around his lower leg and seats herself on his foot as she continues to laugh.


    Lynda grabs Mace’s shoulder and pulls her away from me and back into her, looking down, as she runs her hands through Mace’s hair. “Neil is a name. Just leave it be. You and Sadey go play in your room. Sadey Marie, take my scarf off Scotch and put it back in my closet where you found it, please.”


    Mace smiles at me and turns to Sadey, who is continuing to sit on Patrick’s foot, still attempting to gain his attention. He tries to ignore her, but he’s losing patience as any teenager would. “Sadey, you heard my mom. Go away, and leave my damn dog alone. If I have to tell you that again I’m going to spank your ass.”


    Sadey glares at him with an open mouth as her little freckled face registers his threat. Then she stands, whips her long auburn hair for added drama, and turns to stomp away with Mace at her heals, leaving us in peace for a few minutes.


    Patrick and I catch up briefly as Lynda finishes making us lunch. She makes me three sandwiches to start with. She remembers my past and this woman's attempting to make it up to me over lunch. She’s got the heart of a saint and I’m struggling with the attention because I know I’m not worthy of her gift of friendship.


    “Where are you staying now, Neil?” I don’t want to answer Lynda’s question. I’m a great liar, but she can read it for what it is.


    “I‘m staying at the Anchors Wave. I just got back in town.”


    “You’re not staying there, so you need to go and close your ticket. You’re stayin’ here until we decide what happens next.”


    “Ma’… err … Lynda, I can’t. I’m sorry. I’ll find something. I’m not puttin’ you out. It’s not a bad place to stay, so I’m fine.”


    “Nonsense, don’t argue with me. If it makes you feel better I have a long list of things around here that need fixed, so if you would rather think of this stay as a job, Warren and I will accept your work as a form of rent payment.” She doesn’t phrase it as a question because she knows I’ve no choice but to accept.


    “Okay.”


    “Take my car, and while you and Patrick are getting your things I will clear a room for you here. Dinner is at five thirty, don’t be late.” She smiles at me and just as fast shoots a glare to her son. “Patrick you’re still grounded.”


    “Whatever, Mom. I didn’t do anything wrong.”


    “Yes, you did. You told that gentleman your hands were full and you couldn’t get the door for him! Manners, Patrick Collins, use them.”


    “He had just spanked his daughter’s ass for no reason, Mother. All she did was tell him she was hungry.”


    Lynda rolls her eyes. “When you grow up and have children of your own then come to me and tell me how you’re an expert, until then, you will act like a civilized human being to every citizen. Or you won’t and you can stay grounded forever.”


    “Whatever. He was an ass and deserved much more than that for touching his daughter the way he did.”


    Lynda is getting tired of his arguing, so after she reaches into her purse, she hands me the keys. “Go and do what I told you. Take him with you, when he’s grounded and has to be home all the time I’m unsure who has it worse - me or him.” She smiles at me softly, trying not to laugh.


    Patrick and I take Lynda’s car to the motel. I don’t have much stuff, so it doesn’t take us long to get my things and check out. I’ve still got the money that sad woman gave me for my services yesterday, so I plan to save it and use it when I need something later.


    On the way to the motel, Patrick had asked me how long I was planning to stay. I told him I didn’t know and then he told me about the ‘Lights of Peril Motorcycle Club’ and that his mom’s friend, Doc, was still running it.


    Apparently Doc and his mom were very good friends and Doc still spends time at the house when Warren isn’t home. Doc had taken a liking to Patrick years ago, but I already knew that. Patrick talked about him the entire way home as well, telling me stories of the brothers and how envious he was of the bond they shared with each other. Maybe when I get older the club would be an option for me, too.


    Walking back in the house, Patrick and I find it’s the exact same chaos we left it in an hour ago. The girls are running around screaming with Scotch close on their tails and Lynda is in the kitchen cooking.


    Fuck, my head hurts. “Can you ever just shut them off?”


    Right then I make a mental note that if I find someone and settle down, I will never breed girls. Boys don’t scream, we play destructively, but damn, we’re at least quiet about it.


    Shit.


    “Shut them off? I can I guess, but Mom doesn’t always appreciate duct tape to the mouth.” He punches my arm while walking past me and into his bedroom leaving me standing in the doorway.


    I chance another glimpse at the girls, who are now playing in the living room dressed in tutu’s, taking bows to each other for an imaginary performance well done.


    Yep, that solidifies it for me. I will not reproduce any type of female genitalia.


    Fuck that.


    Warren never made it home for dinner or after. He called Lynda as we were setting the table to tell her he was going to be late at the office because something came up. She didn’t seem to mind at all. She just told us to remove his place setting.


    I heard her tell him about my return, and although she kept her voice quiet in hopes I wasn’t listening, I knew he wasn’t over the moon about keeping me. Lynda didn’t give him a choice this time. She just told him how it was going to happen and that she had already given me the spare room.


    Over dinner I find that monster number two, Sadey Lyons, lives across the street. Her family moved here a few months ago and she’s over here every single day. Lynda says her parents are a little pretentious, and she doesn’t want Mace exposed to them for long periods of time so she lets them play here every day instead.


    Thinking to myself wordlessly, I need to pick up some ear plugs if I’m going to live under this roof until school starts and I can get out of this house more often. With no money and no car I’m going to be trapped in the same vicinity as these girls and I will need to escape the only way I can.


    Fuck, I hope my bedroom door has a lock. If not, it’s about to.


    Lynda also clues me in on things that need to be done around the house. The entire time she’s explaining everything, I feel the eyes of Mace Cash silently searching me as she sizes me up over dinner. I’m not sure if she thinks I’m some stranger invading her space or if she’s looking at me imagining that I will be her next customer in the store she and Sadey have made her room to be.


    Negative on both counts, little one.


    I’m not a stranger, and I sure as fuck will not play with five year old little girls and become a frequent customer at “Shace’s Drug and Auto”. I didn’t even inquire on how that name makes any fuckin’ sense. I’ve never been around a five year old girl, let alone two of them at one time, so I’m guessing that’s just normal, healthy behavior.


    Finally, I tire of her stare. I turn my eyes from Lynda and direct them at Mace, who pales a bit under my glower. Lynda notices and clears her throat as she tries to give me a wordless warning to be nice. I’ve lost patience with Mace four times already today, and I’ve remained calm, but apparently by this time Lynda sees I’m strung out and tired.


    Mace bats her eyes, using her spoon she fills her mouth with peas and asks with a mouthful of food. “So, do you, ummm, live here now?”


    “Yes.”


    She swallows hard. “Forever?”


    I smile at her, trying to get her to relax. “For now.”


    Her eyes widen in disbelief. “Okay.”


    I nod back at her, willing her not to continue to talk to me for at least a few minutes. No such luck of course.


    “Did you color your arms with markers?”


    She’s referring to my tattoos. I let my only acquaintance in Florida draw up a picture and tattoo it on the inside my forearm. The observant little shit is still staring, waiting for me to answer, what to her is an important question.


    “No, my friend did it.”


    Her eyes widen. “What? You let your friend’s draaaaaw on you? My mom would spank me if I let Sadey draw on me. When Sadey cut my hair, my mom sent her home and I had to sit in my room and think about what I had done. I don’t know what that meant because I didn’t do anything wrong, Sadey did. She told me she wanted to make me look like a princess, but Hem said I looked like a cheeewaawwaa”


    How the fuck did we get here?


    “Well, I’m older than you and I let him do it because it’s what he does.”


    “That’s good.” Approval – from a five year old … touching.


    She stops talking to me since Lynda has her attention for the moment by adding more peas to her plate. This kid can eat.


    Then her examination of me continues. “How old are you?”


    I put my fork down with a heavy hand, but it doesn’t intimidate her at all. “Seventeen.” I’m old enough to beat your ass if you don’t stop with the questions.


    “That’s old.”


    “Maybe.”


    “My dog’s name is Scotch, did you know that?”


    “Yes.” Patrick laughs beside me, continuing to shovel in his food knowing I can’t turn her off. He’s enjoying every second of this torture. Traitor.


    “You can play with him if you want. You can bring him to the store later. Pets are allowed as long as they don’t pee or poop while you’re shopping.”


    No. That won’t happen. Don’t even give that another thought, sweetheart. “Alright.”


    She looks back to her food again, shoveling in more peas, in silence … for a second.


    “What’s your circle on your face?”


    What? “Circle?”


    She points to her lip, but her fork she was using in the same hand stabs her face – she winces, but continues. “Yeah, on your face.” She points to her lip, still jabbing the fork in her face.


    “That’s a piercing.”


    “Like my ears?” Again, she moves the same hand to hear ear, this time tangling the fork in her hair. Oh God, kid. Just stop.


    I’m losing my mind. “Yes, like your ears, but this one is in my lip and I like it. Anything else you want to know about?”


    She opens her, once again, full mouth, but this time Lynda intercepts her – thank hell. “Mace, he’s going to be here for a while, so maybe you want to give him a rest and eat your dinner while it’s warm.”


    “Alright, mom.”


    Thank fuck, me and monster number one seem to have called a momentary truce of silence.


    ~~~~~


    After dinner, I wanted to sleep. Between travel, reuniting with my friends, and dealing with those girls, I am emotionally spent.


    A few hours later I’m in my new room, which is nothing more than a square of empty space with a bed, but it’s enough to keep me happy because it’s mine. I’m laying down on my back, arm tucked under my head like a pillow, in the dark thinking about how good my day has been with Lynda and Patrick. My belly is full, I have a roof over my head, and I won’t have to sell myself out to keep it.


    In the quiet, I faintly hear a stirring near my bed. Thinking its Scotch, I move my hand in the dark to pet him. It’s then I hear a giggle. Shit, monster one has found where I sleep. This is not good.


    “What are you doin’ in here, sweetheart?”


    She gives me an answer I’m fairly certain she rehearsed all the way to my room. “Came to say hi.”


    “Hi, now go to bed.”


    “But I’m not tired.”


    “I am. Go to bed.”


    She’s on her knees resting her forearms on the mattress beside me. I can see her little eyes searching for my face in the darkness.


    “But I’m scared.”


    “Of what? Go to bed.” I smile as I repeat the only words I hope she hears. Maybe if I annoy her, as much as she’s exasperated me all day, she’ll grow tired and leave me the hell alone.


    “Did you know that monsters live in the hall outside my door? Patrick says they’ll come in my room at night to get me if I don’t clean his room for him and I forgot to do that today. I escaped before they got there tonight, but I can’t go back to my room alone. Can you pleeeeeease come with me and make sure they’re gone?”


    Patrick, you’re an asshat. Even I can see she’s just a little girl - damn.


    “I guess I could do that for you, but once I toss you there, you’re stayin’ in there.”


    Her voice turns hopeful. “I promise.”


    Leaning up off the bed, I grab her little body in my arms. I shift her to my back so she can cling onto me like the monkey she is, and we make our way back to her room; which is down the hall and to the left.


    Her light is on and I can see that before she came to me, she attempted to form a trail of stuffed animals on her floor, using them as steps so she didn’t touch the carpet with her feet. With the terror in her mind, she’s created a moat with monsters and these stuffed animals were the rocks saving her from waking them.


    I sit her down on the bed and turning, I find a nightlight that’s been placed on the floor under the electrical outlet. I’m even more pissed off now wondering if Patrick did this to help scare her into helping him clean his God damn room. Lazy fucker.


    Bending down, I put it back in the wall socket and turn it on.


    Forcing her to look at me, I point to her savior. “This light here, it keeps monsters away. Did you know that?"


    She shakes her head ‘no’ at me as she still looks terrified, even with the overhead light on.


    I stand slowly as not to continue to scare her. “Darlin’, tell me about these monsters that live in your hall. Are they big?”


    “Yes.”


    “How big are they? Are they big like me?”


    “Yes.”


    I move to sit beside her on the bed, and tuck her in tightly under the covers. It’s then that I notice she has a dark black mark on her tiny forearm. I know what this is, and I’m having a hard time suppressing a laugh. “Mace, what’s this?” I point to it and let my finger rest on the new mark so she doesn’t get embarrassed and have a chance to snatch it from my view.


    She’s not embarrassed in the least. “That’s my sign.”


    “You’re sign?”


    “Yeah, it’s my mark.”


    “Do you mean it’s your tattoo?”


    “Yep. That’s what I said. Do you like it?”


    Letting out an amused sigh, I smile understanding that if Mace Cash is anything, she’s intuitive. She’s drawn tribal markings, with what looks to have been a permanent marker, that mirror mine - running the same span in length, in comparison to her arm, as my own.


    With her other hand, she grabs my finger that’s still resting on her small arm and wraps her fingers around mine. “If you have one, Mama can’t be mad if I have one, too.” She holds her ‘mark’ up to mine so she can compare the two. “We match.”


    Holy fuck, this kid is something.


    I tuck her arms under her covers and nestle her in the only way I know how. “You’re a lucky girl, wanna know why?”


    “I know why.”


    Her response surprises me. “You do?”


    “Yepppp, now I have two brothers.” She lifts two fingers to her face, touching them to her mouth, showing me she knows what the number two means. “When Patrick is mean to me when Mom’s not around, you can knock him in the back of the head like she does when he hurts her feelings.”


    I smile down at her, kiss her forehead and tell her. “Alright, go to sleep. Don’t be scared anymore. Monsters are afraid of me. They always have been. I can protect you, so go to sleep.”


    “You’re not scared of them? You should be because Patrick says they bite.”


    All these questions leave me searching for the ‘off’ switch.


    “No, I’m not scared. I’m bigger. They’re scared of me.” I point to my chest as her eyes widen and she smiles.


    “Well, that’s good then, because you live here now.”


    “Goodnight, sweetheart. Get some sleep.”


    She smiles and says. “Alright, Neil, if that’s really your name.”


    Fuck, she’s too much. “Goodnight, Mace.”


    I walk to the door, turn off the light, and turn back to her, seeing she’s already closing her eyes for sleep. I was fooled by her though, she’s still chatty. “Neil?”


    “Yeah, babe.”


    Again she releases the arm I just covered and turns it into her face so she can study it again. “Sadey told me she’s going to marry Patrick, does that mean you’re going to marry me?”


    Damn, she’s cute, too. “No, babe, I’m not going to marry you. You’re going to find a wonderful prince and live happily ever after without any monsters lurking around your hallways ever again.”


    “Alright, that’s good.” She yawns, turns her back to me, and drifts off to finally find her sleep.


    ~~~~~


    I remember standing at the door, looking at her small body all curled up in her bed as she felt safe. I knew, from the first day I met Mace, I had a pull down deep and it made me want to protect her from every monster, imaginary or not, for as long as my body would let me.


    Now, look at me. Here I am, the monster, and I’m marrying the beautiful Princess today. At just five years old, she found her way into my heart and loved me in a way I never thought I could be loved.


    All that was before I ever even knew I needed her.


    “I don’t deserve her. Her good doesn’t make me good. I’m robbing her of all she really deserves.”


    I’m sick to my stomach as I still feel the evil course through my blood.


    

  


  


  
    Chapter Eight


    


    “They knew now that if there is one thing one can always yearn for¸ and sometimes attain, it is human love.”


    -Albert Camus


    


    I make my way to the back yard, remembering with adoration Sadey and Hem’s wedding. They vowed to love each other till death may they part, right here in this field of grass by our lake that sits across from our treehouse.


    There is no question Sadey kept her word. Even thinking that death did part them, she never stopped waiting for him to come back to her. Hem never stopped loving her either. He sent himself through a coaster of emotions during that time as well, second guessing if he was doing right by his wife and son in staying away as long as he did.


    Ultimately, though, it was Ace that made the decision for him in coming back to Peril and staying longer than needed. This forced Hem to make the decision to face the demon that awaited him here. It all worked out between him and Sadey. Goes to show that when you’re meant to be with someone, there’s no other person for you and nothing, not even time, takes them away.


    I wish I knew, without any doubt, that I’m meant to be with Mace. I’ve loved her since I met her, in different measure of course, but since I met her nonetheless. She’s my heart, my soul, and the witness to my life that’s full of both regret and joy. I just don’t want to poison her.


    Looking at the treehouse I breathe a sigh of longing. After I left Florida, but before I joined Peril, had to have been the most peace in my life. I was living with the Cash’s and technically working for Lynda.


    Within two weeks of my return, I had her ‘fix it’ list complete. Just a few days later, I had a new one.


    To this day, I believe that woman broke a fuck of a lot of shit on purpose to keep me going day to day until school started, so that I would finish out my Senior year of high school and graduate, even if just barely.


    It meant something to her that I finished school. To be honest, I couldn’t have given a rat’s ass about it. I had told her I didn’t need a piece of paper to make me feel any smarter. She disagreed stating that although it wouldn’t make me smarter, it would remind me of a commitment to myself that I fulfilled in completing the years in school. Looking back at it now, I smile. I have the paper somewhere, but it still doesn’t make me any smarter, I was right. It also doesn’t prove to me any commitment; I was right about that too.


    “Rest in peace, Lynda, you’re a beautiful woman that has a soul that never sleeps.” I feel her here watching me now, and my heart hears her whispers, telling me to get my shit together and get to the church on time to marry her daughter.


    There’s a large oak tree in the backyard. This is where Hem and I built this monstrosity of a treehouse for the girls. They used to pretend it was their castle, and that Hem and I were the court jester’s.


    Fuckin’ girls.


    It was an unusually hot as hell afternoon in late September when we built it. School had started; the girls were entering their first year. I was a senior and Hem was a sophomore. We were conned into spending the weekend with the girls, ‘sharing times and creating memories’, Lynda said.


    I remember it alright, most miserable fuckin’ two days of my life. Between Sadey’s singing, Hem bitchin’ at me, and Mace following my every fuckin’ step, I longed for adult company. Preferably naked adult company.


    ~~~~~


    “Old MacDonald had a farm,


    E-I-E-I-O.


    And on his farm he had some chicks,


    E-I-E-I-O.


    With a chick, chick here,


    And a chick, chick there,


    Here a chick, there a chick,


    Everywhere a chick, chick.”


    Throwing a sweat soaked towel onto the grass I start to lose my shit. “Patrick, can you shut her the hell up? Jesus, she’s driving me nuts. It’s hot as fuck out, so I’m already agitated and I’m about tired of hearing her sing the same fuckin’ song over and over.”


    Sadey stops her verse to glare at me and snap. “Why are you so mean? It’s a song, everyone loves it.”


    “No, Sadey girl, Neil doesn’t. Grinch doesn’t have a heart.”


    Thanks for the backup, Patrick. You fuckin’ asshole.


    He knows damn well he can’t stand the song on repeat either, but he’s so taken with that five year old that he would probably sing it with her and probably does when I’m not lookin’, too.


    Pussy.


    Mace jumps in at my defense and gets close to Patrick, as if she’s going to attempt to whip his ass. “Yes, he does. Don’t talk about him like that.”


    Today is a day for Mace to enjoy, not have to defend my quick temper. “C’mere, sweetheart.”


    She moves herself into my side, clinging to my sweat soaked jeans. “You don’t have a heart like the Grinch. The Grinch is mean, green, and you’re nothing like him.”


    “Maybe just a little.” I say to her, as I wipe the sweat from her brow. I know by now she’s got a hard head and won’t stop defending me to the others if I don’t tell her I’m alright.


    Finally, Patrick is losing patience; which is rare when it comes to them. The girls have been loitering around here all day, and now they’ve started to grow bored. These girls have a notion that we’ll be done building this castle in just a few hours. They’ve done their best to stay out of the way, but five year old girls are apparently not accustomed to telling time and they’re starting to pester.


    “Either you two go in the house and play or sit the fuck down and be quiet. You want a castle? Then you need to do as I tell ya, damn it.”


    Smooth, Patrick. Real fuckin’ nice.


    Mace flinches at his words and Sadey’s mouth is hanging open in shock. She’s heard Patrick talk like this, but his anger was never directed solely at her or Mace.


    Mace doesn’t miss a beat, and she has no intention of leaving me unless I personally dismiss her - and do it nicely. “I’m not leaving. I’m helping. Aren’t I, Neil?”


    “Yeah, baby, you are. If you really wanna help me, though, go in the house and get me a glass of lemonade from your mom, okay?”


    “Yep. One lemonade comin’ up.” She immediately turns and heads toward the house.


    God, she’s fuckin’ easy to please.


    Sadey on the other hand … not so much. She doesn’t stray far from Patrick’s sight and is insistent on being near him even in his foul mood. “Here, Patrick, you need these.” She reaches her arm out to him, trying to hand him a box of nails for no reason other than she’s attempting to earn her spot back here with us by trying to be helpful.


    “What the hell did I just tell you? I said sit down Sadey, you’re going to get hurt, damn it. Now sit your ass down!”


    He’s finally passed pissed, and there’s nothing I can do to stop his anger at this point other than to look at her and wink, telling her, without words, that it’s not her he’s so pissed at.


    Tears brim her small green eyes and her pale and freckled face flushes. Before I can think of anything to say to make this situation better, she pulls the box behind her head and with all her might she throws them directly at Patrick - hitting her target with exact precision. The box meets the side of his head and instantly blood drips from its surface. He’s on his ass within a few seconds.


    Fuck, I want to laugh, but now isn’t the time.


    Once Sadey sees what she’s done she’s rushing to his side, wrapping her small arms around his neck as he holds his head in pain. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Don’t be mad. I’ll go in the house. I’m sorry. Don’t be mad.”


    I shoot a quick glare to Patrick, warning him to not say a fuckin’ word to her that he will regret. He doesn’t soften, but through his gritted teeth he tells her. “Get inside right now and wait for me there. Take Scotch too, he’s going to get hurt if he continues to run around out here.”


    She turns away from him with her shoulders sunken in defeat. “Alright, I’m going.” All the way into the house we can hear her hiccupping through tears, not because she’s upset about being sent away, but likely because she knows she hurt Patrick.


    Once she’s out of eye sight, Patrick and I share a look and continue hammering the floor to the house. We’re about done with it and make a plan to hoist it up into the tree, but not before hearing and seeing a very angry Warren towering above our seated position.


    “You’re both fuckin’ animals, you know that? Sadey’s in tears, Patrick. She told me you cursed at her. What the fuck do you think you’re doing talking to her like that? Her father will be paying me a visit, and I think I’m going to let you deal with him.”


    “Warren you got no clue what you’re even talking about. So, stop wasting my time. I’m losing daylight here.”


    “Right. Losing daylight is so much worse than losing the respect of a young child. No idea why she finds you so fascinating. Her mother could just as easily take her to the fuckin’ zoo and find her a gorilla to talk to and it would be of a more intelligent conversation.”


    “Fuck you, asshole.”


    “Nice, Patrick. This is the only warning you’re getting, so you better go easy on the girls. You wanted to build this, fine it’s whatever, but don’t treat them like they’re your personal slaves.”


    The asshole turns to me with that last jab. Mace must have informed him of the lemonade I asked her to fetch me.


    “Got it, you done?” I shouldn’t disrespect him, but he’s disrespecting Mace – his daughter - by naming her a slave under any circumstance, and that’s not okay with me.


    Fuckin’ asshole.


    He glares at me, shakes his head, and mutters to himself. Before turning and walking away he adds, “Patrick is corrupting you and you’ve just been here a few of months.”


    I don’t respond. I just keep working, hoping he’ll go away.


    God, he’s such a dick.


    After the asshole leaves Patrick and I agree, we need a break. The heat has consumed us and it’s gotten to the point we can hardly breathe. We head inside and before he closes the door behind us we can hear Lynda and Warren arguing in the living room.


    She’s pleading with her husband not to lose his cool. “He’s a good boy, it’s just a phase. Have some patience. Warren, please. For me?”


    Warren snaps back. “No, he’s an idiot, just like his father was.”


    They’re talking about Patrick. Still no love lost between Warren and Patrick I see.


    “Are you going to medicate with vodka all day, Lynda, or are you going to get some shit done around here?”


    “I’ve been busy.”


    “Yeah, see that. Your fuckin’ eyes are glassed over and you have yet to get your ass in the shower. You are quite the busy lady. I’m outta here. I have to get back to the office. Got shit to do, not all of us can soak in our drink and build tree houses every damn day. Some of us have to pay for the good shit you like to swallow.”


    She doesn’t say anything that we can hear. She just stands still until he leaves the room and storms out the front door.


    It’s not my place to console her, rather it’s not any of my business, but he’s just pissed me the fuck off. This woman is an angel and he should kiss the ground she walks on, not treat her less than he would a guilty inmate on death row.


    I walk into the living room without Patrick, leaving him fumin’ behind me checking on the girls, who are fumbling around as they are fixing glasses of lemonade.


    As I reach Lynda, immediately she rubs her face to rid her cheeks of fallen tears. She straightens herself in an attempt to look less broken, but she's failed before she's even tried - her eyes show ruined.


    Catching her off guard, I move into her and grab her tight around her shoulders, bringing her to me in a tight embrace against my chest. She hesitates and fights me a bit, but not for long. Within only a few seconds, she melts into me and lets her tears consume her.


    Rubbing the back of her head, I try to console her with words of comfort. “He’s an ass and he’s having a bad day. He didn’t mean it.”


    “Neil, he doesn’t like my son. It’s not Patrick’s fault, he didn’t do anything to provoke it.”


    “I know, people can be vicious without thinking of how they make others feel. Believe me.”


    “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything. You have gone through far more trouble in your life than any of us ever have.”


    Giving her one last squeeze, I release her and let her collect herself before a sure to be storming Patrick comes in and creates havoc on an already touchy situation.


    With this thought, I turn around to see Patrick standing at the door looking at his mom with utter sorrow. Once he sees I’ve let her go, he walks to her and cradles her in his arms just as I had done a few minutes ago.


    Quickly, she pulls from him, willing herself not to cry. She moves her palm to his face and he stills under her stare. “You’ve got your father’s face. You’ve also got your father’s temper. Don’t continue to goad him, honey. It only makes him angry.”


    “He shouldn’t ever take that out on you, Mama. If he wants a match, he needs to keep his anger directed only at me. I’m the one he hates, not you.”


    Before she can respond Patrick turns to me. “Let’s go, the girls are outside sure to be playing with tools soon. Let’s get this fuckin’ treehouse done, alright?”


    “Sure, man.” I move my eyes to Lynda, who is walking back in the probably gearing to fix herself another drink. “You alright?”


    She takes the last swallow from her present glass of self-therapy. “I’m alright. You boys go make those little girls their castle so you can protect them from all those bad guys.”


    I don’t smile; I know she’s not talking about imaginary villains. She’s talking about men like her husband. I don’t want to make her any more uncomfortable by discussing that with her out loud.


    I nod and follow Patrick back outside. Sure enough, Mace has a hammer in her hand and Sadey is holding the nail. She’s about to lose her thumb and doesn’t even know it.


    ~~~~~


    It may have taken us a few weeks to finish that damn castle, but we did it. The girls never tired of playing in there. They had stolen a few of Lynda’s household items and had it decorated the way they wanted it, with curtains and all. All that fall Patrick and I watched them haul toys, food, and blankets up there. It was their home away from home and no one was going to tell them how to live in it.


    When something inside didn’t meet the ‘Standards of Sadey’ she never hesitated to knock on Patrick’s door and boss him into fixing whatever she wanted fixed and he, even though he bitched and complained the entire time, always did it for her -without hesitation.


    The next summer Sadey had written a formal “thank you” letter to Patrick and I both for building her ‘dream house’. It was the sweetest thing I had ever seen - until the end of the note.


    After Sadey posted several ‘XX OO’, she then requested that we build two cars. A pink one for her; typical. Mace was to have a red one, but it wasn’t to be near as cool as her pink one. Hem denied the request, of course, breaking it to her gently. She accepted the answer because she loved him and believed he always knew best.


    

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    


    Nothing, nothing mattered, and I knew why. So did he. Throughout the whole absurd life I'd lived, a dark wind had been rising toward me from somewhere deep in my future, across years that were still to come, and as it passed, this wind leveled whatever was offered to me at the time, in years no more real than the ones I was living.”


    -Albert Camus


    


    After reliving that treehouse debacle, I remember I’ve got other places to be today. There’s a hotel here in town. I haven’t been back since I helped Patrick with his virginity ‘problem’ as he called it. I was determined not to allow him to make the same mistake I had made in losing it to an older woman - for money. Not that I regret the act of losing my virtue at that young age, but maybe just the circumstances surrounding it.


    I had already been accepted as a prospect into Peril and had just turned eighteen. I was happy to have a room there and a place to call my own. Hem and Doc were already tight. On occasion he and I would hang out with him at his house, but never at the club


    Doc wouldn’t allow an under aged Hem to hang around Peril. He told both Hem and I, when we were finally old enough to make our own decisions, without being persuaded with sex and alcohol, then we could partake in the activities. Until then, we were never to be found inside - under any circumstance.


    He wouldn’t allow us to rely on the fact that being a member was only about the perks. God, Hem use to bitch about how tough he was and how he could handle it. For our own good, Doc never wavered, thus Hem was yet to be allowed in. No one under the age of eighteen entered unless Doc approved it, and he rarely ever did.


    Getting out of the truck, I head into the hotel lobby. I’m flooded with memories of that day. These are good memories, funny as hell, and I’ve never let Hem forget how awkward those twenty minutes were, but how fuckin’ fun it was to be with him that night.


    Before I can find a comfortable chair and a cup of hot coffee to warm my weary body, I remember my phone had been shut off last night so I could fuck Mace without interruption.


    I turn it on, wait for a bit, and see I have a new message from my girl. Shit. I should have checked to be sure it was at least on earlier.


    -Mace-


    Call me.


    This can’t be good. It’s rare I don’t get a little cyber hug or kiss when she sends me her chick messages. Look at me, a grown ass man staring at a cell phone wondering where his virtual hugs and kisses are at. I’ve got to stop living so far in the past, this trip down memory lane today is causing me to lose testosterone at a rapid fire pace.


    I hit the button and wait for her to answer. I get nothing. Voice mail picks up, so I leave a quick message. “Sweetheart, it’s me. My phone was off, hope you’re not worried. I’m around town, just wasting time until I gotta be at the church. I love you, baby. Call me back.”


    Putting my phone back in my pocket, ensuring that it’s on this time, I get a coffee and find a chair. The last time I was here I remember the exact room where it all started. The currently employed desk clerk looks at me funny, but I send her a look that tells her to mind her own business and thankfully she does.


    I had reacquainted with a lady at the club that night. She had made no qualms about letting me know she wanted to spend the evening with me again, well rather under me, but it’s all the same. I had found my way through several women through the years, but once I was prospected into Peril these women flocked to me. Most were direct, hot as fuck, and were up for anything, and I mean anything at all.


    Hem had called me just a few minutes after I had planned to take the woman to bed in my room at Peril. Fucker always had shit timing, but he was stressed, I could tell.


    ~~~~~


    “Calm down, brother. Jesus, you’re spun the fuck up.”


    “Hey asshole, I just fuckin’ told you why. He fuckin’ just took a shot at me. Mom’s wasted, yet again, and Warren’s aiming his fury at me with his fuckin’ fist and it’s upsetting my mom even more. I have to get out of here. No way can Warren and I stay under this house together tonight. It can’t happen, bro. You have to help.”


    Immediately I’m picturing my Mace - alone, scared, and upset. “Where the fuck is your sister?”


    “Calm down, big brother, she’s good. She’s with Sadey’s mom and dad. They took the girls to a movie and dinner. Will Doc let me come over or not? I can’t stay here, and I’m too young to check myself into a hotel. It’s bad here, man.”


    I hear Warren yelling at him from another room. He’s calling Patrick every fuckin’ name he can think of to try to hurt him and Lynda.


    Fuckin’ asshole.


    Pulling this woman’s hands out of my pants, I stand with my dick hanging out and look down at it. I see it scowling at me in anger. It was getting ready to be sucked by this red lipped beauty.


    I look to her with determination and speak the words harshly. “Hold on, stay here. Don’t fuckin’ move, I’ll be right back.” I grab her tit with my hand and give it a hard squeeze as she giggles at me.


    “Are you with another woman, Shame? Son of a fuckin’ bitch, man.”


    “Yeah, asshole, I was getting ready to be ‘til you called. You’re lucky I cared to answer, or you would’ve gone right to voicemail and I would’ve been dick deep in her mouth right now.”


    He ignores my guilt trip. “Can I come over or not?”


    “Not a good idea. Party is tonight, and you know Doc won’t let you set foot in here and definitely not during the festivities.”


    “Fuck. Alright. I’ll take Mom’s car and sleep at the water tower then.”


    The water tower. Fuck yeah, this gives me an idea.


    “Patrick, wait. Meet me at Shasta’s Motel on Benedict Drive. You know where that’s at?”


    “Yeah, I do. Be there in ten.”


    “Out.” Maybe I can help little Patrick after all.


    The woman in my bed agrees to go with me to ‘check on my poor little brother'. She has no idea what’s next. I’m going to make her believe this is all about her. I’m already going to hell, why not make the ride there interesting?


    Once we make it to the hotel, I step out of the car and look at Patrick. His left eye is swollen, and he’s been crying. Although he’s already sixteen and knows how Warren feels about him, words that Warren speaks to Lynda has the bigger impact on his emotions. He can take a good beatin’ but can’t handle his mom’s emotional distress.


    Fuckin’ Warren Cash, you’re a bastard.


    Once he spots us; he comes running towards me and immediately he pulls me in for a man hug then looks beyond my body to the blonde bombshell who is slinking her way to my side.


    Mary, Morgan, Marron? Fuck, I can’t remember the woman’s name.


    “Patrick, this is my friend.”


    Patrick smiles, attempting to hide his own laughter. “This friend have a name, Shame, or you forget already?”


    Fuckin’ Douchebag! No wonder he’s never been laid, he’s got the charm of a damn rattle snake and he’s leaking venom without provocation.


    “I’m Melody.”


    Melody. Fuck, I knew I was close.


    She’s a little shyer now that we have company. She sure as fuck wasn’t shy on the way here, her lipstick currently stains my favorite boxers.


    “Whatever. Can you just get me a room, please? I’m sure you two have plans tonight.”


    Oh Patrick, brother, I’ve got plans, but they’re for you. I smile fondly at him before he senses my mood.


    I nudge Patrick to get him moving. “Let’s go. Come on, Melody. You can help me get him settled before we go.”


    Dense blonde bombshell that she is. “We’re leaving? Where’s the fun in that?”


    Playin’ dumb, I answer. “Yeah, we’re leaving. Not staying here all night. Things to do, let’s go.”


    As I pay for a suite, I see Melody has already taken a liking to Patrick. She’s running both her hands up and down his chest as he’s leaning his back away from her in hopes she doesn’t kiss him. He and I have had talks about sex, but other than knowing he’s a virgin, I don’t really know if he’s ever even touched or kissed a girl.


    Still watching from the bell desk, I’m amused by the scene in front of me. She’s a cougar, and she’s set her eyes on Patrick as prey. He’s wanting nothing to do with any of it. His mind is on Warren and his mom back at the house. I’m about to help him let off some steam. I’m going to give him my date. This is big for me, I wouldn’t usually turn down free pussy, but from the looks of him tonight, he needs this more than I do.


    “Melody, can you remove your claws from my friend here? He’s upset, and I want to show him to his room. Stay here, I’ll be back in a few minutes.” Dangling the bait.


    “No, I’ll tag along. He looks like he could use some company.” And we’re on the hook.


    Patrick’s eyes go wide. He’s catching on to what I’m setting up here. Don’t pussy out.


    Once in Patricks’ room, I take Melody’s mouth and cover it with my own, pushing her towards the king sized bed that centers the suite. Immediately, before Patrick can say anything, I lift her shirt up and over her head and toss it to the ground. If I’m going to lose my own release tonight, before walking out that door, I’m going to get a glimpse of what I’m missin’.


    If she denies Patrick this, I’ll accept that and not push. I wouldn’t ever push a woman into something she doesn’t want. She does though - she can’t take her eyes off my friend. If he were anyone else I’d be jealous and pissed off, but I love him like a brother … what is mine is his and vice versa.


    After laying her down on the bed, I start to walk away and towards the door. She doesn’t stop me – she just lays in waiting. Since the realization has settled, Patrick starts to panic. “Whoa, Shame. What the fuck? Where the hell are you going?”


    I continue my exit, ignoring Patrick’s questioning words. He’s never had sex, and I won’t make him do anything he doesn’t want to either, but I’m willing to lay down a menu and let him choose if and what he wants to eat.


    ”This is for you, she wants you – look at her.”


    He moves his head from me to her, and I swear I see his body jolt with anticipation. “I don’t think this is a good idea, man.”


    “Sure, it is. What are you waiting for?”


    Once I turn around and grab the handle to the hotel room door, I hear her call me. “Shame, he’s got a point. Where are you going?”


    She wants it all tonight. I’ve never had a threesome with another brother. In my mind, I’m sure this will end with an awkward twist, but looking back at her on that bed, I can’t help be turned on.


    Before Patrick has an opportunity to say anything else, like refuse, I walk back to her and start unbuttoning my jeans. If I make eye contact, he may come to his senses and let what’s about to happen in front of him sink in, then he could panic and this would all be for nothing.


    In or out, buddy. Decide quick ‘cause I’m going in with or without you.


    I hear him adjusting his clothes. He's in, and this could go really well, or it will end with him and me never being able to look at each other in the face again.


    I know he’s touchin’ himself near the door on the other side of the room. His breathing is ragged and since she’s staring at him, I‘m sure this is bringing him up quickly.


    Walking to her, I get myself comfortable, spreading her thigh wide for my view. I move my mouth to her core, baiting my buddy into wanting more of a taste. I start licking through her already wet slit. Her pussy is bare of hair and her skin inside is bright pink. She takes care of herself. She’s fuckin’ perfect for him.


    “Bring him here.” She’s talking to me, but looking at Patrick.


    With her words, he finally makes his way to us. His dick is hard in his hand, and he’s still fully dressed. He looks like a fifth grader who just discovered that his penis isn’t always limp.


    “Touch her, Patrick. She’s asking.”


    “No, she didn’t. Fuck, Shame, this is all kinds of fucked up.” He’s running his hands through his cropped hair and shaking his head back and forth. His dick is the only thing on his body that seems interested at this point.


    Her eyes are laced with lust, and I’m unsure she’s going to wait for Patrick to make a decision. “Come here, Patrick. I want you to touch me.”


    He’s still unsure, I can hear this as he mutters, ‘Fuck’ and continues pacing, still holding his hands to his hair, pulling slightly to create a momentary diversion in his mind.


    I continue my assault with my tongue; she’s already close. Finally, he walks closer to the bed and stands over us. After realizing he’s finally in this, completely, I move from the bed, and he takes the exact place I held, except he’s draped his body over hers, and he’s kissing her - gently. She accepts his tenderness for a few seconds, but then grows tired and reaches for his head and forces his body to hers. He’s using his hands to explore her. He’s like a kid in a candy store. He doesn’t know which flavor to start with.


    I don’t mind watching, but suddenly I’m the third wheel and I don’t appreciate it. I’m not willing to just sit back and touch myself, no fuckin’ way. I’m in all the way as well, or the party is over. I said I wasn’t jealous, didn’t say I wasn’t greedy.


    Leaning over her face while he works her chest, sucking so hard he’s causing red marks to appear, I position my body in such a way so she can take my cock in her mouth. “Suck it hard and fast. Make me cum.”


    She’s good at this; I got a taste earlier, and I want it again. Opening her mouth and letting me guide my cock in, she begins to suck me eagerly, and I look over to Patrick, who has stopped his movement and is now staring at us as if cameras were rolling and porn was in play.


    “Don’t I need a umm condom or something?” Newbie.


    My voice is strained because this woman’s mouth is taking in every bit of me. Avoiding awkward eye contact, I lift my head and study the ceiling. “My jeans ... behind you on the floor … in my wallet. Grab one, put it on and get after it.”


    “Christ, Shame. She’s not a fuckin’ animal.”


    The same time he says that she growls around my cock, sending vibrations rippling through me. He hears it and darts off the bed quickly to my jeans. She smiles around my dick, looks at me, and winks. Shit, she’s fuckin’ beautiful to not only feel, but to watch.


    She stops sucking me and drops my cock. I hold it in my hand not too far from her face. She looks at Patrick. “I’m yours tonight, whatever you want.”


    I look down at her, rubbing her jaw with my fingers as a form of thanks. She smiles at me and winks again. She’s figured out what’s up, and she’s leading Patrick where she wants him to go. She senses his virginity and she’s as turned on by him as he is her.


    Edging my dick from her cheek and back into her mouth again, I’ve missed Patrick coming back to the bed, finally undressed, and already wearing the condom. I’m about to lose a chance at her pussy. I don’t care if he’s wearing a condom or not, I’m not going in after him.


    Fuck, what I don’t sacrifice for his young and inexperienced ass.


    As he enters her, I hear him moan with a deep dark growl. My little brother just became a man - in every sense of the word.


    She whimpers on my cock again and the picture in front of me has spurred me into climax.


    “Fuck!” I’m pumping into her as fast and hard as I think she can take me, feeling the back of her throat with every thrust. She sucks every bit of cock in her mouth and milks me fuckin’ dry.


    Sadly for Patrick, he watches this and loses himself in her, as well. My friend got thirty seconds of ecstasy, but he won’t ever forget it.


    Once we all get cleaned up and get dressed, Melody walks to an embarrassed Patrick, who is sitting on the edge of the bed. He’s got his elbows on his knees with his head in his hands, looking down at his feet.


    She moves his hands and lifts his face to hers as she stands over him. “Hey, what’s the matter over here? Do you not like me?”


    “Umm, it’s not that. I just feel like I was, well, I feel like maybe you didn’t want…”


    “Honey, if I didn’t want it I would’ve just said and Shame would’ve stopped it. I wanted it. Was I your first?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Glad to be. Now, don’t waste another minute worrying about it.”


    I hate to break up this gentle moment between them, but I’m ready to go. “Buddy, I’m gonna run her back. I can come back here if you want me to.”


    “Nah, enjoy your party man, I’m good.”


    “Alright.”


    Patrick walks us to the door, and before he closes it behind us, Melody moves towards him and hands him her number. He takes it from her and smiles slightly. He’s still embarrassed, but that doesn’t mean he’s not willing to have at her again if given the chance.


    Irritatingly, I’m aware I’ve been out charmed. Damn, she’s never given me her digits. Fuck, I don’t think she’s ever given anyone her number. I’m guessing she’s about twenty four, maybe twenty five, and she knows he’s just sixteen … I’m looking at a cougar in the making.


    Go get her, baby tiger.


    ~~~~~


    After that night, Patrick and I made it a habit of sharing women. Oftentimes, it was under my lead because he was too lazy to find his own pussy. I enjoyed sharing with him. In some unexplained way, it strengthened our bond. We were best friends, brothers, and soon became experienced lovers. We shared everything, now this was included.


    To this day, though, he denies ever learning anything sexual from me. I know the truth and I know he knows the truth and that’s enough for me.


    My phone rings, pulling me out of my entertaining memories of Hem and his first encounter with sexual gratification. It’s Mace - finally returning my message.


    “Baby.”


    “Hi.” She’s sheepish, testing my mood.


    In the background, I can hear Ryder cooing into her. He’s most likely laying on her chest or cuddled under her chin. Normally I’m jealous of this position he has on her, but after my day of shitty thoughts and confusing feelings it grounds me - giving me a sense of relief that I’m in search of right now. I should’ve known it would have only been Mace that gives me this.


    The silence lingers, she’s waiting for me to break it. “You alright, sweetheart?”


    “Yes, but I have been trying to call all day and it kept going to voicemail. I got your message and feel better that you turned your phone on. Am I still going to see you tonight?”


    She reads me well, she knows I’m thinking too much. Not enough that I think I could ever really leave her, but enough to fuck with my head and cause her unneeded stress on her fuckin’ wedding day.


    “Baby, I’m fine. I’m just wasting time until I have to go to the church. I love you and will see you later, alright?”


    “Okay.”


    “You love me?”


    “I love you.”


    “Good.”


    “Talk to you soon.”


    This is what I’m afraid of. I don’t want to pull away from her unintentionally and cause her any grief more than I already have. My past is damaged, she shouldn’t be spending her days worrying about when she needs to intervene and pull me through it.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    


    “For instance, I never complained that my birthday was overlooked; people were even surprised, with a touch of admiration, by my discretion on this subject. But the reason for my disinterestedness was even more discreet: I longed to be forgotten in order to be able to complain to myself. Once my solitude was thoroughly proved, I could surrender to the charms of a virile self-pity.”


    -Albert Camus


    


    After talking to Mace and finding my way through town, I’ve ended up at Doc’s old house. I spent my twenty first birthday here.


    Often times when Hem and I were too young to go into Peril he would let us crash there. It was a small house void of neighbors on either side. That was the first place that Doc let Hem and I drink ourselves sick, and we never got that drunk again. Doc was teaching us a lesson in gluttony. We failed miserably as I’m sure he knew we would.


    It was a Friday night and Doc and some of the other members were headed out on a ride to Iowa and wouldn’t be back for a few days. Doc never liked to leave his house vacant for more than a day or so. Occasionally, he would ask Hem and I to stay there citing it would give us time with our women without the chaos and competition of the other senior brothers. That was appreciated.


    Three years had passed since Hem’s virtuous treasure was lost. He was still seeing Melody off and on. After she took his said virginity, she continued to pursue him relentlessly. I think she was attracted to his innocence at the time.


    She was a nice girl and he thought a lot of her, as well. Being only sixteen when they met, he was too young to realize she had already worked her way through a lot of men and the relationship wouldn’t last with his inexperience. To him, she was a teacher and someone he could learn from in a few aspects including sex, friendships, and relationships. To her, he was an average learner and was destined to move on to the next grade without her.


    Doc was getting ready to leave and he was explaining the rules as if we didn’t already know them. He had his bag in his hand and was about to head out the door, but not before stopping to lecture my young buddy, Hem.


    ~~~~~


    “You boys can hang here this weekend, but same rules apply as they always do, fellas. If you drink, you don’t drive. If you fuck, you wrap it up, and you clean your mess. No parties, you hearin’ me over there, Poet? Nod yes if you’re getting all this.”


    Hem looks at him in surprise as if he’s ass hurt that he just got singled out. Out of the two of us it’s always been Hem that Doc has been forced to mentor most. He feels a connection with Hem and always wants to be reassured he’s heading in the right direction. Hem can be a bit of a hot head when it comes to the brothers, other than that he’s fairly even keeled.


    “Got it, Jesus. Unsure why you think it’s always me you gotta watch. You ain’t my mother and c’mon man, stop calling me a Poet. I’ll never get laid again if you keep that shit up.”


    Doc moves into him and although Hem is nineteen and is much younger, stronger, and has more of an ego than Doc, Hem always bends under his watchful glare. The underlying fear is always there considering Doc’s position as our Club President and paternal father figure. You don’t fuck with that when Doc is in a good mood, let alone when the man is nervous about going on a ride.


    Hem, you’re such an idiot.


    “No, I ain’t your mother, but I know her, think dearly of her, and I won’t let you do anything completely fuckin’ stupid like getting your ass in trouble either, so you need to wrap your shit up if you fuck, and use that head of yours for thinking if you decide to throw a few back and do not drive. Now, Poet, before I go, tell me you get that and make an old man feel better.”


    “I get that.” Hem mumbles through his grown ass pout.


    Doc has completely dismissed his demand to stop calling him ‘Poet’. It had gotten so bad before Hem patched in that he finally broke down, accepted what Doc thought of him and asked him to find a different nickname that wasn’t so damn obvious and close to the heart. That was how my buddy, Patrick, was coined with the road name, Hem.


    Ernest Hemingway was a writer and poet, of sorts, and Hem was a lot like him. At times, the similarities of the two extended as far as their way of thinking – and drinking.


    Doc turns to me and does nothing more than send me a nod ‘goodbye’ as he walks out the door. Hem hisses in disgust after watching Doc neglect to lecture me in the same manner as him.


    Not thirty minutes after we hear Doc pull away, the girls arrive. It’s nice to have female company without every other brother showing up and smelling around for what you’ve already claimed as yours for the night.


    I’ve been seeing Ginger O’Malley on a regular basis now for about a month, maybe a little more. Couldn’t say for sure and couldn’t say I gave a flyin’ fuck either. No matter, that’s a long time for me to be with the same woman. I’m not sure how much I like her personally or if it’s how much I like the way she’s able to bring my cock to attention using just her voice. She oozes sex and I like that a fuck of a lot.


    Before she, and her best friend for Hem make it in the house I need to be sure Hem doesn’t act like an idiot asshole in front of the girls. He’s with Melody and I respect that, but they aren’t married and I guarantee she’s not only ridin’ his cock. Club whores don’t know the meaning of a monogamous relationship.


    “Don’t be an asshole, Hem. You can talk to her and get to know her. I’m not asking you to fuck her, either. Just play nice. She’s Ginger’s best friend and she’s only in town for the weekend.”


    “Whatever. I think Melody is about done with me anyway. She won’t return my calls and I haven’t seen her around all week. I’m bettin’ she’s at Peril without me tonight.”


    Hem’s first broken heart is going to fuck with him. Whether wenches believe this shit or not, a man’s first fuck stays with him just as long as a woman’s does. Every now and again I still think back to old what’s her face and her precious Mercedes, and even though I still cuss myself that I didn’t demand more money for my services, I still remember her.


    “Sorry man, let the ship sail and drop your anchor into another port.”


    “Quaint, you asshole. That’s real fuckin’ rich.”


    Ginger and Carol, or Carrie, or Car ... fuck, I don’t know her name, and to be honest I don’t care, make it inside with their hands full of grocery bags. They are both over twenty one and appear to have purchased a small liquor store on their way over.


    Ginger prowls to me after setting the things down on the kitchenette and gives me an open-mouthed wanting kiss that makes my dick twitch under my leathers. Her eyes are dark brown and they carry a passive look of innocence.


    After she finishes sucking my tongue, I hear Hem curse under his breath from her display as she coos in my ear. “Miss me?”


    “Nope.”


    She grabs my semi erect cock in her hand and gives me a lustful, yet hopeful, reply. “Yes you did.”


    She’s not going to control me by begging me or going out on some kind of fishing expedition. “You’re here now. Doesn’t matter, does it? Make me a drink, one for Hem as well.”


    It doesn’t take long for Hem to loosen up and realize that Caroline, that’s her name, wants a piece of him. Thank fuck she’s got a nice ass. He’s infatuated with ass and doesn’t hesitate to hold hers in his hands as she presses her body into him and nuzzles his neck as he stands near me by the couch.


    Before I forget, I need to rib my buddy because he seems to have forgotten about what tomorrow is. “Tomorrow’s my birthday, Hem. What do you got planned for your oldest friend?”


    He’s annoyed that I’m interrupting his toy time with the new girl, but I want to check his state of mind after he’s already consumed a few drinks. Last thing I want to happen is that my little friend knocks a bitch up because he wasn’t coherent enough to sheath himself.


    “Fuck if I know, I didn’t even know it was tomorrow.”


    Way to cut me off. Fuckin’ liar.


    ~~~~~


    Sometime later, sometime after great sex later, Ginger and I are in Doc’s spare room wasting time waiting for Hem and Caroline to get their asses dressed in the front room. Having to listen to Hem and her go at it about killed my hard-on, lucky for me though, I prevailed and got mine.


    “I want a drink.”


    Wonderful, sexy, hot Ginger has left the building and Whiney Willamena has come to replace her. I hate this time after sex when a woman thinks she can control the man because she’s done him some favor by layin’ still for a few minutes. It’s always been bullshit.


    “Go, then. Get up and get your ass a drink. I’ll take a beer if you’re making yourself useful.”


    “They’re still out there. You want me to go and interrupt them?”


    “Fuck you, woman. You have no problem with me doin’ it.”


    She’s pissing me off so I get up, grab my jeans, slide them on, and light a smoke. She doesn’t like cigarettes. I know this, but I continue to smoke it in this tiny room to send a message.


    I’m not your pool boy, bitch.


    She huffs and coughs her way through the door and starts yelling at her friend to get dressed.


    Yes, please. Get dressed and get the fuck out.


    I’m putting my cigarette out now that she’s gone, when I hear a tap on the window next to the bed. What the fuck?


    I’m cautious being that Doc has enemies and it's twelve thirty in the morning. I can’t see a face in the window, so whoever is there is either short or is attempting to plan a sneak attack. I’m guessing it’s the former because no one plans a sneak attack by knocking first, at least not anyone Doc would know.


    Walking to the window, I unlock it first. Then open it up to look down to the ground where I find a freezing Mace Cash. Instantly my blood boils and I’m livid.


    “What the fuck do you think you’re doin’ here?”


    She freezes at my angry tone, figuratively, looking up at me with frozen snot on her face from the wind and snow. It’s February in Ohio, which means its fuckin’ cold.


    “I, ummm, well…”


    “Out with it.” I’m too pissed off at this point to realize she needs to get the fuck inside the house to warm up.


    She’s only nine years old and I’m treating her like some damn seventeen year old club groupie.


    Shit, I’m an ass.


    “Get your ass to the front door, do not knock and do not come inside yet. I’ll be there in three minutes. Fuck, Mace!”


    I slam the window, but not before I hear her cohort, Sadey, coming at her from behind, soaked in snow and ice. Apparently nine year olds insist on making snow angels in the middle of the night, in the middle of nowhere, and on the coldest damn night of the year.


    Double fuck!


    “Mace, I’m going to beat your ass.” That’s all I can mumble as I slam the bedroom door and head out to the living room to be sure everyone is dressed before I bring the girls into the house to thaw so I can interrogate just what the fuck they were thinking.


    Sure as hell, when I come in the living room no one is decent. I need to catch a break soon before I explode into tiny bits of livid and color the walls with red. I turn down the radio, which by the way is set to AC/DC “You Shook Me All Night Long”… this is Hem’s self-declared sex song.


    “Get up. Get your clothes on, ‘cause your sister and her little friend are here.”


    Hem gets up immediately, and apparently without thinking because, under that cover, he is stark naked. I smile at his embarrassment as his girl scrambles to get her clothes.


    Ginger is in the kitchen and is wearing a nasty scowl. “Your sister, Hem, really? Is this a date or a daycare? Isn’t the little prissy like what, six? How the hell did she get here? Did Barney drive her?”


    “Shut your fuckin’ mouth, witch.” Her attitude towards Mace and Sadey being here has just sealed our relationship and it’s now considered closed and padlocked.


    “Well, c’mon Shame. What the hell are they doing here?”


    “No idea, but you’re not sticking around to find out. Get your shit and go. Take your friend Carmine with you.”


    I’ve pissed her said friend off with my skill of remembering names. “It’s Caroline! CAR-O-LINE.”


    “Don’t care, woman. Get your shit together.”


    Ginger literally stomps her foot on Doc’s kitchen floor so hard the items on the small table shake. “You can’t be serious right now. We just got here.”


    I throw a wad of cash at her for the groceries she brought, but she takes it the wrong way and thinks I’m payin’ her for sex. She goes fuckin’ insane, and all I can do is watch because hell if that shit isn’t funny.


    She starts throwing shit at me. Boxes, glasses, matches … whatever she can get her hands on. It’s not until she sees that I’m laughing - that’s when she makes her biggest mistake of the evening.


    She’s only half dressed in my tee shirt, and I’m unsure if she has anything on underneath it. She walks to the door and a now dressed Hem tries to grab her to stop her, but she knees him in the chest as he attempts to stand up from the now soiled in sex couch. She swings open the door and sure enough there stand my two girls.


    “What the fuck do you two nosey snots think you’re doing here? This is no place for children, go home.” Then she slams the door in Mace’s face.


    The quick glance I had just caught at Mace before Ginger shut her out again sends me through the fuckin’ roof in anger. Mace had small spots of frozen tears coming out of her eyes. Whatever reason she’s here she did not need that added to her docket of humiliation.


    I’m about to slap a bitch.


    Hem runs to the door to grab Mace and Sadey, pulling them in. To be fair, though, I notice this too late.


    Before I can get a second to calm down and recognize what I’m doing I rush Ginger, pulling her up by her shoulders and shake her, gaining her focus and attention. “You fuckin’ cunt. I said Get. Out. Now.”


    My body is trembling; Caroline is screaming and Ginger is crying. I walk quickly to the bedroom, gather Ginger’s clothes off the floor and throw them at her chest.


    She can dress herself on the way to the car.


    Through her tears she screams. “Fuck you, asshole!”


    Through my anger, I say coldly. “Never again, bitch.”


    I hear Hem clear his throat, about the same time I hear Sadey gasp. Fuck, I did not know they were standing there. Swear to God I wouldn’t have made this scene if I had known.


    Hem grabs Sadey’s back to his front, holding her shoulders to him before she falls apart. Sadey isn’t as hard as Mace. Mace has lived through some mild shit with Warren and Hem always at each other, but Sadey, no way … she’s soft and I’ve just fucked with her head. She can never un-see how I just treated a woman, regardless of the woman’s fault.


    Ginger turns and glares one more time at Mace and Sadey standing by Hem, and before she has a chance to utter another syllable Hem rectifies her intention. “Not one fuckin’ word. Out.”


    The girls turn to leave, slamming the door in their wake.


    Good motherfuckin’ bye, bitch.


    Sadey is now crying and Mace is staring at me like the monster she probably always suspected deep down that I’ve always been.


    Understanding I need to fix this, I walk to Mace and bend down to get eye level with her. Her face is a red mess. The wind, cold, tears, and fear have eaten up every inch of it.


    Rubbing her shoulders in attempts to soothe her feelings and warm her body I tell her. “Sweetheart, this wasn’t your fault. I’m not angry anymore.”


    She doesn’t say anything. She doesn’t nod or move her body in the slightest. I move my hands to her neck, making her look directly at me, willing her to see I’m not upset at her, even though I am, but still, I’m not.


    Hem has taken Sadey in the kitchen to clean her up and warm her hands. She’s not wearing gloves.


    Brilliant call, Sadey girl.


    “Mace, look at me.” Soft.


    “No.” Hurt.


    “Mace Cash, I said look at me.” My tone is stronger, but she’s a stubborn shit so she’s not wavering.


    “I said no. I want to go home.” She starts to struggle from my hold and turn around so she can head out the door.


    I grab her with a bit more force than I normally would, but I need her attention. “You’re not leaving until you tell me why you’re here. I want an answer.”


    “No, you don’t. You want…”


    Fuck. She’s just nine, but she’s also not oblivious to my ‘special friends.’


    “Mace, don’t talk to me like that.”


    She puts her head down, pushing my hands off her body, and covers her face with her arms and hands. She’s embarrassed by having to give me her reason for being here. I filter her words through her tears and instantly I feel like more of an asshole than I did just a few minutes ago. I didn’t think this was even possible.


    “I…” Then a hiccup of exhaustion and fear. “I wanted” pause “I wanted to be the first person to tell you Happy Birthday.”


    I draw her cold body to mine, circling my warmth around her, feeling like the biggest idiot that ever lived. “I’m so sorry, sweetheart.” I murmur as I kiss the top of her head. “I should have known you had good reason, but damn it, you pissed me off walking here in the cold like this. How the fuck did you even get all the way out here without freezing to death?”


    Enter: Chaos in a pink feathered fuckin’ coat.


    Sadey comes bee bopping in the room and answers for Mace. “Uhhhh, hello? We sledded here, Shame. Scotch was our reindeer. Duh.”


    Oh, my God. I do not want to even ask more questions at this point, because these answers are wearing my shit down to the fuckin’ quick.


    In a very swift and smart move, Hem grabs the back of Sadey’s jacket pulling her into him again. “Sugar, can you take a second and look to see Shame’s face? He’s about one more word out of your mouth away from that vein in his neck poppin’. Let’s let Mace handle this one, okay?”


    Sadey shrugs her shoulders as if she doesn’t have a care in the world now that she’s here in the house with us. Hell, she probably thinks we’re headed out in just a bit to make more snow angels.


    Christ All Mighty, give me patience with these fuckin’ girls.


    Resuming our prior conversation, apparently now that we are acutely aware that there’s another life that hangs in the balance in the form of a dog, I turn back to my little friend. “Mace, tell me, where’s Scotch now?”


    This shit just doesn’t get any better. Sadey pipes in, once again, freeing herself from Hem’s hold on her coat. Mace stands speechlessly and continues to let Sadey speak for the both of them.


    “Reindeer stay with the sleigh, Shame. Do you know anything about the story of Saint Christopher?” Her eyes are wide, her hands wave about the room expecting me to drop my anger and rejoice that Scotch, the reindeer, is currently outside in the ten degree ice and snow, protecting his sleigh because out of all of this, that’s what’s fuckin’ important.


    My eyes start to roll back in my head, and then I can feel the pounding start. “Fuck, Hem. The kid weighs only about a cent and you can’t hold her ass back while I figure out what the fuck to do here, man? A fuckin’ minute?”


    I’m about to lose my shit for the second time in ten minutes and thank fuck Hem notices because he’s tossed Sadey over his shoulder and he’s taking her back to Doc’s room. I’m counting on the idea that he’s about to plant her ass on the floor and turn on some damn television until I’m able to regain some sanity.


    “I’m sorry, Shame. I shouldn’t have come.”


    My little one looks defeated. I hate this look on her. I pull her into me again and she wraps her arms around my neck. I pick her up, take her to the bathroom, all the while lecturing her on what could have happened to her had Scotch not made it here or she got lost, or worse. I can’t dwell too long around the worst case scenario without wanting to punch a wall and that would just scare her away from me even more.


    Now that’s she’s cleaned up, I stand from her and take her into my side while walking in the bedroom to find I’m right. Hem has already situated Sadey on the floor by the bed as he lays in it enjoying the warmth.


    “Hem, I’m running the girls home. You stayin’ here, right?”


    “Fuck yeah I’m staying here. It’s cold out there.”


    Oh my God.


    Seriously, he is the stupidest person alive right now and he isn’t the one who thinks Scotch is a fuckin’ reindeer.


    I look to the girls who have just now started to thaw and see both of them are even smiling up at Hem and his stupidity. They get how fucked up his words are as they stand in front of him, still freezing, as his ass lays on a bed with a remote in his hand.


    Lazy fucker.


    “Come on, wasting time. I gotta explain to Mrs. Cash where her children have been.”


    “She’s gonna be mad, ya know.” Well thank you, Sadey, little miss obvious, ya think?


    We make our way to the car and I toss the ever chatty Sadey in the back knowing if I turn up the radio loud enough she won’t drive me completely crazy. Just to throw some salt in her imaginary wounds I toss the reindeer, Scotch, back there too. He’s wet and cold so when he shakes his body the ice flies all over Sadey.


    How do you like your reindeer now, missy?


    I know I shouldn’t, but damn I gotta laugh at this shit. This is the best birthday I’ve ever had and I can’t even tell them that without rewarding their ridiculous behavior.


    Mace sits beside me in the front seat still freezing and has yet to talk to me. She’s ignoring my attempts to get her out of her shell of sadness and humiliation. I’ve tried everything and I’m starting to get concerned.


    I’m about to pull the car over before we reach their street and as soon as I let up on the gas, Sadey bursts out in song.


    “You are my sunshine, my only sunshine. You make me haaaaappy when the skies are gray.”


    Mace and I quickly look at each other, and within a half a second Mace is laughing out loud holding her stomach before she says. “At least it’s not all about Old McDonald anymore.”


    “True that.”


    Once we make it to her house, I see her mom in the window waiting for us to arrive. Guessing Hem got off his lazy ass and called her so I wasn’t taking the girls home to a panic stricken mother.


    Sadey gets out, runs frantically to the front door taking Scotch in the house with her. Lynda gives me a brief wave through the blinds so I know she and I are alright, girls not so much, but it will be fine in time.


    “Mace, don’t do something like that again, alright? You worried me.” The serious tone is back and I would love to scold her for her stupid decisions, but I can’t. Her decision to brave the wind and snow was based on the fact she loves me and wanted to surprise me on my birthday. I can’t remember a time when someone ever went through so much trouble just to tell me that. I’m not too much of a man to admit I’m touched.


    She opens the door without a word and before she closes it behind her, she turns to me, her breath is visible in the cold and I can see she’s hesitating.


    “What’s up, darlin’?”


    She stares at me for a second then mumbles as she looks to her icy feet. “Just wondering.”


    This should be good. “Wondering what? What are you wondering about now?”


    “Never mind, it’s nothing.”


    “Spill it, Mace. You got somethin’ on your mind then you need to tell me.”


    “I was just thinkin’. You know how Hem tells me how much he loves me all the time? Well, he always tells Sadey, too. You never do. Do you not?”


    Christ, it’s like having a conversation in riddles. “Do I not what, babe?”


    “Love us.”


    And now … fuck me. I figured it was only a matter of time before she caught on to that scenario.


    “Oh, my sweet Mace, that’s a story for another time. I love your wet drippy face though, so don’t you forget that.”


    She smiles wide and wipes her face with the sleeve of her fleece coat and wool gloves, then turns to run in the house to get warm, leaving her handprint on the window of my truck and her fingerprint etched to my heart.


    A story for another time … when she’s old enough to understand I will tell her, that to me, loving someone gives them an emotional weapon that is loaded at all times, waiting to strike you down at an unguarded and weak moment.


    ~~~~~


    I never had to explain anything to Mace about that story. She read me well and she knew enough, even at her young age, that talking about it would cause me pain so she lets it go for my sake. She always settled for me telling her how much I loved her face, even though it was her heart I loved most of all. I’m ashamed I never told her that when she was younger. I was a weak person all her young life. A weak, scared, used, and lonely person.


    Sadly, it wasn’t too long after that night, Scotch died. Sadey, in her usual crazy madness, gave the eulogy at his funeral and insisted he could beat Rudolph in a sleigh race any day.


    

  


  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    


    “The trigger gave; I felt the smooth underside of the butt; and there, in that noise, sharp and deafening at the same time, is where it all started. I shook off the sweat and the sun. I knew that I had shattered the harmony of the day, the exceptional silence of a beach where I'd been happy. Then I fired four more times at the motionless body where the bullets lodged without leaving a trace. And it was like knocking four quick times on the door of unhappiness.”


    -Albert Camus


    


    I’m aware enough to admit to myself that through all the bad memories I have good ones mixed in there somewhere. I believe that if I didn’t have Mace and Hem and even Sadey I would’ve been dead or in jail long ago. They were why I left my parents in Florida and hoped to never see them again.


    Things don’t always go as we planned.


    Pulling up to the hotel on Grand Ave, I’m certain I can actually hear my father’s voice in my head.


    “You’re no good. You’ll never be any good.”


    “Fuck you, Dad. I may not be any good, but I’m breathin’ and you’re not. Tell me, how’s the heat in hell workin’ out for ya?”


    The night my parents found me at Peril was a life changer. I had never taken another human life. I had gotten in a few fights during my teenage years, but when boy’s battle with fists, the war is over and done. We move on the next day and forget it ever happened. My father never learned that passage - he held grudges for life.


    I always felt I would see them again, eventually, in the most unexpected place. Waiting was torture, but as I got older and adopted into Peril the waiting felt like more of a game. I wanted to be found – hell, I needed to be found.


    The hotel hasn’t changed. The same rundown, dingy and musty look still brags its exterior. It’s hard to believe it’s been thirteen years since I set foot on this property. My vengeance was done, the score was settled, but fuck if it didn’t leave a ghost of fear in its wake.


    By that time I was twenty two and legally allowed to drink wherever the hell I wanted, so it had lost its luster. The women were about to drive me insane with their constant need to throw themselves at me, literally removing their clothes and coming at me for a ride. Although I loved sex, at times, I tired of their shit.


    ~~~~~


    “Baby, we going upstairs soon? I have places to be…”


    “Then get there. Nothing for you here, sweetheart.”


    Nameless slut gasps at my answer and turns to leave.


    I’m in a mood. I get that way every so often. Doc accuses me of being depressed about a life unsettled. He says I’m using women as medication and when I don’t get enough I start to act out like a child.


    He’s probably right, but fuck him.


    Speak of the devil, here’s Doc now. “What’s up your ass, Shame? She’s got tits that would make any boy’s mouth water.”


    “Eh, not into it.”


    “We need to talk, son?”


    “Nope, I’m good.”


    “Well, you let me….”


    Before he finishes his what is assured to be a lecture, he turns his head to the door. He’s never met my parents, so he has no clue who’s standing at the front door as I turn to follow his eyes, but I do.


    Dear old Dad. Fuckin’ hell, the day has come. Thank you, dear God in heaven.


    Doc turns to me, puts a hand on my shoulder and commands me. “Stay put.”


    “No fuckin’ way, Doc. That’s my dad.”


    “See that, Shame. Stay fuckin’ put.”


    I guess he knew my dad after all.


    I glare at him as I mentally start counting down. He has exactly one minute to do what he has to do, so I can get off this fuckin’ bar stool and kill that son of a bitch standing at the door.


    My father sways as Doc tries talking to him. Not surprising, he’s drunk as hell. His voice raises and with the hiss of his last words, my hair stands on end, just like the old days.


    “Where’s my pussy of a boy, Neil?” My father sneers just inches away from Doc’s face.


    Not a good idea, Pop.


    Doc’s tone is lethal and anyone with brains knows that you don’t mess with a very pissed off MC President. “Step back or I won’t hesitate to give you to some fellas here.”


    My dad gets closer to Doc’s face, and puts his finger to his chest and pushes into it with force. Doc steps back, but Hercules, now known to all of us newbies as Tank, Doc’s VP, steps between them - not risking Doc’s safety for a second.


    Doc is sixty-one now. Grey hair and lots of it. Stone cold grey eyes and is still built like the Hulk. My dad is a complete dumbass to think he won’t die painfully at the hands of Doc if he continues to goad him the way he’s doing now.


    I stand up, ignoring Doc’s bark for me to remain seated, and walk to my father. I’m now a bit over six foot three and my body is menacing. I’m not bragging about it, I’ve just had years of anger that I channeled into making myself a weapon.


    “What the fuck you doin’ here, old man?”


    My dad comes inside the clubhouse, uninvited, and walks to me as he looks me up and down. “See you been doin’ well for yourself, son.”


    “Not your son anymore. What the fuck do you want?”


    Doc and Herc are standing beside me, and I feel Hem at my back waiting to join in this. He hates my dad, but not as much as I do.


    My dad’s face gentles. I can’t say I’ve ever seen that look before, but he does it in a way that sends chills up my spine. Something big is brewing.


    “Well, old man, out with it.”


    “Your mother, Neil. She wants to see you.”


    I feel myself pale. He’s pullin’ out the biggest weapon he has in that mental arsenal. He always knew my mom was soft on me when he wasn’t around, often times he would use it against us and beat her for it. I don’t love my mother; that emotion stopped for her when I was six, when the abuse really started.


    “Why?”


    He laughs in my face. “Why does she want to see you? No fuckin’ idea to be honest, but she does. She sent me here to retrieve your sorry ass, so are you gonna come say hi to her or not? We’re not back forever, just staying the rest of the night.”


    Doc moves in close and lifts his hand up to the back of my cut so he gains my attention. “This what you want, Shame? You want to see your mom? I can see your wheels turning, tell me.”


    “I don’t….”


    I’m cutoff mid-sentence by a fiery voice that to this day makes me shiver in fear, like the child I once was. “I’ve been looking for your ass for three fuckin’ days, you moron. I had to go to Switch, and he told me you were stowed up here in this outfit. Nice place you got here, by the way.”


    With his snarl, my decision is made. It’s possible my mother wants saved and if that is the case at all, I’m going to her, even to tell her I can’t help her just as she couldn’t help me all those miserable and wasted years of my life.


    I look to Doc, who still holds my vest in his hand. “I want this.”


    “Then let’s go.” Doc moves to start to grab his coat off the rail, but I catch his arm mid-motion.


    “No, I’m doing this alone. She’s my mother and this piece of shit is my father. This was before your time and I’m doing it alone.” I say this to him, looking him dead in the eye, so he knows I mean every word.


    He puts down his coat and sighs. “Fuck”, but he steps back, giving me the space I need.


    I hear Hem behind me muscling shit around, and when I turn to him he’s bundled up and ready to go. I won’t get him to back off, he’s seen too much with my parents to give me that small piece of going at this alone.


    He pats me on my shoulder right before plowing his huge frame against my dad, shoving him into the door jamb on his way out. Turning around he glares at me. “Well, brother, let’s go. What the fuck we waitin’ on?”


    I follow Hem out the door, my father following my footsteps as we go.


    “Mayhem Valley, on Grand. Room 326. You know where that’s at?”


    “Yes.” That’s all I muster before getting into the passenger side of Doc’s Ford F250 as Hem rounds the driver’s side.


    My father doesn’t offer another glance my way as he steps into his piece of shit car, starts it up and drives away.


    On the way to the hotel I ask Hem to stop. I can’t do this completely sober and I hadn’t had a drink before the family reunion. He agrees, so we stop just a street from where my mom is waiting for me.


    Once I’ve downed three shots of cheap tequila, Hem and I make our way to the sleazy motel. I brace, mentally kicking myself for agreeing to this. I haven’t seen my mom since the day I kept riding on my bike past them in Florida while a man held her by her hair in my front yard and made her watch my dad take a final blow to his head before he was knocked out cold. I don’t know what happened to her after that, and now she wants to see me. The guilt eats deep - feasting on my insides.


    “Shame, you goin’ in? No one would blame you if you decide against it.”


    “Man, I have to. This needs to be finished. Stay here, in case I bring my mom out. I have no idea what state she’s in, but if she does happen to need my help, Hem, I’m not leavin’ her behind with him.”


    “Didn’t suspect for a moment that you would. I’ll be right out here.”


    Hopping out of the truck I see the room. The lights are on and the door is wide open. These motels are shabby, and if you look closely you can see inside anyone’s room. It isn’t until I get closer that I hear the familiar sounds of my mom being beaten as she’s begging for it to stop. Her voice is weak and shaky, just as I always remembered it being.


    I freeze mid-step and look back at Hem who, as promised, sits in the truck. The breath I’m breathing is visible under the street lights, the chill is seeping through my coat and into my bones. I had forgotten what it was like to feel helpless, but now I’m not.


    Hem studies me for a second and when I turn back around and walk towards the hotel, I don’t hear my mom anymore. I don’t hear anything but Hem rounding the street and coming at me full speed.


    “Shame, wait. Maybe this isn’t a…”


    “Neil! You fuckin’ dumbass, is that you?” My blood boils as he yells and refers to me as he once did – as the person I no longer am.


    Hem grabs the back of my coat, slowing my process, but I’m bigger and stronger, and with my adrenaline at max level he won’t stop me. When we enter the room, I see my dad standing near the kitchenette. I don’t see my mom anywhere, but I know she’s here – I just heard her.


    “Well, there he is. I knew you’d come callin’ just like a good boy. Sit. Can I get you anything? Tea? Coffee? Beer? Blow?” He’s sneering at me and even from where I’m standing I can see his spit flying out of his mouth, disgustingly.


    “Where’s mom? You wanted me here, and here I am. Where’s she at?”


    “’Mom’ is that what you call her, son? ‘cause I call her ‘whore’. She ruined me. She ruined us. We were a fuckin’ family until she couldn’t find the will to say ‘no’ to anything. She was always weak.”


    Clenching my fists at my sides, I respond with the same vehemence tone that he delivered to me. “No, you’ve ruined her. All by yourself, dad, you make her less of a person. Now where the fuck is she? I don’t have time for this.”


    “You are as blind as you are stupid, aren’t you?”


    He moves to the side and behind him I see her. She’s laying on the floor at his feet and blood is draining from her body. She’s so still and I can’t see if she’s breathing. I think back to how many times she didn’t fight back to avoid spurring more of his anger, but this is different – this feels wrong.


    I feel Hem at my back, walking closer to me and I hear him snap his holster to release the gun he’s carrying under his cut. My spine tingles and my body starts to ache.


    My dad finally killed my mom. “What have you done?”


    My dad doesn’t move his eyes from me as I take a step towards my mom. I see, even in his drunken state, how quickly he moves, but before I can gain my footing he’s got his own gun drawn and it’s pointed directly at me. Close range, less than three feet away. I’ve no way to escape.


    “Shame, step back, brother. I’ve got him.”


    I lift my hands in surrender knowing Hem’s behind me and Dad’s in front of me. I’m cemented between two weapons with no way out.


    “Neil, sit down.”


    Hands still in the air, I make my way to the table to sit before starting my plea. “Dad, just wait a second and think about what you’re doing.”


    Hem is motionless behind me, I’m trusting him enough to know not to just fire his gun while I’m so close to my dad’s.


    “Neil, fuckin’ sit the hell down. Let’s talk.”


    The gun shakes in his hand as his eyes dart from Hem and I, back and forth, as he blinks rapidly, trying to clear his eyes from moisture. My father rarely showed any emotion as I grew up, so the sadness I’m seeing on his face now doesn’t look familiar.


    “Dad, you wanna shoot me, then shoot me.”


    Hem shifts behind me, grunting angrily at my statement. I don’t know what my dad is thinking, his face showing no emotion other than the deep rooted sadness, but I hold no pity for him.


    “I did love you … once. Life got hard. Bills to pay, wife to make happy, and a son that needed things that other fathers could afford – I never could. I tried. I swear I tried.”


    Feeling my anger start to boil within, I take a deep breath and close my eyes. My own tears fall, but not for my mother or my father. I feel the loss of my childhood at the hands of this monster.


    Slamming my hands on the table in front of me, it sways from my force. “You used me! You fuckin’ beat me, starved me, and used me for your own pleasure. You let me suffer and did nothing to change it!” My voice bounces off the walls, as tension ascends on us all.


    Another brief look of remorse escapes him, but then my father’s face gets hard. This is the look I remember, right before he took his hands to me. Hem senses the room envelop with the hate and tragedy of my youth and cocks the weapon in his hand. My dad moves his aim to Hem and that’s when I jump up enough to reach behind me. No fuckin’ way is he taking Hem from me.


    Grabbing for my gun, I take aim and fire. My body slams to the back of the chair as I watch my dad fall to the ground instantly. One direct hit to his head and he’s gone, for good. He’s never coming back to hurt me again.


    Slowly I stand up and walk to my mom, kneeling down to feel her neck to check for a pulse. My hands touch her still warm skin and as I search for it, I know she’s already dead. My mom is dead. She’s lying beside the monster who killed her.


    Standing up from her, I don’t chance another look. I walk past Hem to the fresh air and wait for the police. Even as cold as it is outside, I don’t feel anything … but guilt. I stopped for a few drinks while she was being beaten to death. I could’ve saved her, I know I could have.


    “I should’ve gotten here sooner.” I don’t think anyone, but God, can hear me as I say this. “Mom, I’m sorry. I know you hate me, fuck I hate you too, but if you needed me tonight and that’s why dad came for me - I’m so sorry.”


    I hear Hem walking behind me, stopping at the open door. “This isn’t your fault, brother.”


    I hear his words, but they have no meaning. I am void of emotions to anything outside that motel room.


    This marks a life change for me. I’ve lived my whole life in fear. The fear of loving someone and risking the pain they can cause. The fear of someone I love being hurt and left to suffer in my absence.


    My mom wasn’t always fucked up. Right now, here on this sidewalk, as the sirens blare towards us, I swear to myself in almost silence. “No one will ever hurt what’s mine again.”


    And I mean that.


    ~~~~~


    After Hem and I dealt with the police and were given a pardon in what sure as fuck was labeled as self-defense, Doc was insistent that I wasn’t alright. For a few hours I thought he was going to lock me up, but he knew how my mind worked. I needed to feel comfort not restrain.


    Doc drove Hem and I to Lynda’s that night. She was waiting for us when we arrived and she had been crying. He had already told her everything.


    ~~~~~


    “Oh, Shame, honey I’m so sorry.” She rushes to me in her robe and slippers. It doesn’t take her long to wrap her body around mine before I even get to the entrance of the house.


    Warren is standing at his front door, arms crossed at his chest wearing a scowl that I’m sure is meant for all the men here. Doc, Hem, and I head towards that door and he moves, only because he knows if he doesn’t my towering frame will cut his suit frame to the death and I won’t blink.


    “The police said that it was self-defense, honey. There was nothing you could have done.” She’s wiping her own tears that are falling for me. I’ve yet to shed a single one.


    Not looking at anyone in the room, I put all the blame on myself. “No, I could’ve done something for her. I know I could’ve, but I didn’t.”


    Warren pipes in with a full on sarcastic and baiting remark that he thinks I’m going to respond to. “Probably. Maybe you ‘could’ve thought about that when you left her in Florida.”


    I don’t have to respond, though. I grab Lynda and hold her tight to my chest as Hem marches into Warren throwing his back against the wall. “Not another word, motherfucker. Not. One. More. Word.”


    Lynda sobs in my chest so I tighten my hold on her.


    Hem drops Warren at the sounds of his mother’s sadness, and before I can register what’s happened, Doc has come to Lynda turning her from me to him without hesitation. He’s cradling her entire body, swaying her back and forth like a husband would console his wife after she received devastating news.


    Warren picks up the scotch carafe off the kitchen bar and throws it against the fireplace in curses. Then storms out the front door, slamming it in his wake.


    All colors of fucked up live here, too.


    “Mama, ignore him. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make it worse on anyone.”


    Doc kisses Lynda’s hair and is talking so quiet in her ear that Hem and I can’t hear any of it, but we exchange puzzled glances.


    What the fuck?


    As I’m coming around, back to my own grief and anger that I feel inside, I am jerked back by my belt loop and I’m met with two sets of eyes. One set green, the other set dark brown.


    I actually smile because I’ve just had a flashback of our first meeting. Jesus, its monster one and monster two all over again to stir up my aggravation during an uncertain time.


    Immediately, Sadey flocks to Hem in question of what’s happened and why Lynda is crying in Doc’s arms. He’s staring down at her waiting for her to talk, but she takes in the room, including the shattered glass and stained smell of liquor, and says nothing. She just pauses next to him - searching for his comfort.


    Mace is straining her neck to look up to me. Her eyes are full of tears, but she doesn’t stop staring with sadness fastened on her face. “I heard.”


    I bend to her, looking into those glossy eyes. “What did you hear, sweetheart?”


    “I heard what happened.”


    “Oh.”


    “Yeah.” She hesitates, waiting for my reaction, but I really don’t have one so she mutters. “I’m sorry.”


    My sweetest friend is ten years old, calm and collected, and she’s sorry. My mind flashes back to that hotel room and my gut turns. The words I muttered to God are replaying in my head on repeat as they echo throughout my body.


    That promise is renewed. I stand from Mace and look around this room to all these people I love - one by one. As I do this, all eyes, even Lynda, who has removed her face from Doc’s chest, look back at me in concern.


    I make the promise to myself again, stating it softly for nobody, but me, to hear. “No one will ever hurt what’s mine again.”


    Just as I’m about to turn around and walk out the front door, I hear a small voice behind me say loud enough for everyone in the room to hear. “I know.”


    Mace.


    ~~~~~


    That little girl believed me. She believed I could keep her safe forever just by making some outlandish verbal promise. Since I’ve been in her life, I’ve done nothing but add danger and heartache to it. If she marries me today, that’s all she will be promised going forward and that thought is what continues to haunt me.


    I’m pulled from my heartache as the phone in my jacket goes off again. I pull it out and let out a sigh of relief; it’s not Mace.


    “What’s up?”


    “What’s up? Fucker, its past noon and Honor and I are at the club getting ready. You. Are. Not. So ‘what’s up’ is that Hem is starting to ask questions, Mace is clueless, and I’m trying to run interference so that your lack of tellin’ time doesn’t light a damn bomb up in here and we’ll have a wedding that’s still on.”


    Jesus, he needs to get laid. “Wow, you nervous about somethin’, Gunner?”


    “Fuck yeah I’m nervous ‘about something’, you asshole. Are you kiddin’ me, man? Hem will shoot me if I don’t get your ass there on time. I’m headed to a church for fuck’s sake and I’m guessing Hem wouldn’t hesitate to kick my ass for your late arrival, but not before offering Father Marcus a bowl of popcorn to watch the show.”


    I smile into the phone. Gunner has always dodged both Hem and I during our fits of anger. We’ve never touched the little shit and we wouldn’t without reason, but his ‘poor me’ routine has me wanting to laugh.


    “Bitch, I’m on my way. I won’t be late. Give me an hour, ninety minutes tops.”


    I hear him shrieking, grown ass man that he is, before I hang up on him. He won’t call back, he knows when I tell him something I mean it.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    


    “Human relationships always help us to carry on because they always presuppose further developments, a future - and also because we live as if our only task was precisely to have relationships with other people.”


    -Albert Camus


    


    Enough, Shame, pull yourself together.


    I thought I could expel these demons if I visited them today, but it’s not helping. At this point, if I didn’t truly believe Hem would have my ass, I would hop back on my bike and ride as far away as I could get. It’s not a smart plan, but it’s the only one I have running through my fucked up head.


    I love her, but I’m hurting her. She will never know peace and security with me. At any time, the same thing that happened to Hem and his disaster with Warren could happen to me. We all have ghosts from our past, and those I’ve left in the wake of my misdeeds will eventually find me.


    Running drugs for my parents all those years have left me a marked man. My dad never ran a clean and honest business. He supplied blow and meth to some fucked up people. When deals went bad, it wasn’t my father’s face they remembered, it was mine.


    At this point, I’m unsure I could handle a near Mace loss again. She’s my girl, the only solid person in my life who brings into it the serenity I need. Imagining myself with club whores or sharing women again makes me physically sick.


    She was young and beautiful until I claimed her. She would have avoided me forever if I hadn’t pushed her into being mine.


    ~~~~~


    This place is littered with kids. Jesus Christ, I hate picking up the girls from school. Every snot nose dumbass is walking around here trying to look cool, but damn if they don’t look like a bunch of after school special rejects. This place is a fuckin’ zoo, and the animals have escaped their cages.


    When Lynda calls me and asks a favor, any favor, then I’m doing it. Today, the favor was getting the girls because she’s unable to leave the house. She’s unable because she’s had too much to drink and masked it by sayin’ she was getting things ready at the lake for Mace’s twelfth birthday party. Usually the girls ride the bus home, but it takes for-fuckin’-ever just to get them there with the route they take, so I agreed to pick them up from the school to avoid that.


    The little shithead is twelve. That makes me … fuck it, men don’t age.


    My instructions are to pick them up, take them to dinner so they’ve been fed, then meet everyone back at the house for the small gathering at the lake afterward.


    Sitting in my truck, flippin’ through the radio stations, I catch a glimpse of Sadey as she comes waltzing out. Her auburn hair is pulled tight into a high ponytail, which ages her by five years, and a small green skirt, that’s too fuckin’ short, paired with a small button up shirt.


    After my mood has been doused because of Sadey’s school attire, I’m dealt another shock and this one pisses me off to the point I’m about to unleash the fury on someone’s ass.


    Mace comes waltzing out of the school door next, and it’s not the clothes she’s wearin’ that’s pissin’ me off. It’s the fuckin’ boy she’s wearing that’s making me see red.


    Fuck. This. Shit.


    I hop out of the truck and make my way to them. All the kids are casually talking and laughing under a tree in the schoolyard. It seems innocent enough, so maybe I should cool it. Sadey is spinning her arm around the tree, singing some shit song that I’ve heard before, but can’t place where, and Mace is giggling like the twelve year old she is, at whatever this prick just whispered into her ear. He’s older, no way is this kid in the sixth grade.


    I’m aware that I’m probably being overly protective, and it’s most likely I’m being ridiculous, but I just don’t give a fuck.


    “Sadey, go to the truck.” She’s startled at my tone, but without another word she does what I’ve just told her. She walks to my truck and I see her send Mace a scare glare before closing the door to the back cab.


    Mr. New Prick is about to meet me, and introductions will be quick and to the point. “What the fuck you doin’?”


    “Shame? What are you…” Mace is surprised at my reaction? She shouldn’t be, I’m not.


    Slowly, I get near this ass, who is stupid enough not to remove his arm from Mace’s shoulder. Gently, I lean in close to him and move my hand up so I can remove his arm for him, but before I get the chance he sees my intentions and does it for me.


    Lucky son of a bitch.


    “What’s wrong with you? Oh my God! Why are you acting like this?” She’s exasperated - good. I like her look of exasperation a hell of a lot more than watching her look at him like he’s the only person in the yard.


    “What are you doin’ here, sweetheart? What you’re not doing is walking your ass to the truck like you’re supposed to, but instead dealing me a mouth full of sass that I shouldn’t have to listen to.”


    “We were just walking out of class and … wait, where’s mom? She’s supposed to pick us up, not you.” She snarls those last two words, pissing me off even more with her lack of respect.


    Even though I’m livid at her soon-to-be teenage tone, I need to tread carefully here. Her mother is home clinging to a bottle of vodka and it’s her birthday. I don’t aim to ruin it for her, but hell if she’s not boiling my blood.


    “She’s home. Hem is with her and they’re getting things done around the house, now let’s fuckin’ go.”


    “Not yet. He has to give me something.”


    Oh the fuck he does not.


    “Who is ‘he’, Mace?” I don’t look at her when I ask, but instead I’m letting my eyes penetrate into his as I talk.


    “This is Michael. Seriously, what’s wrong with you? You’re acting crazy, Shame.”


    “Get in the truck, Mace. Right now. If I tell you again, your ass will regret it. So, take yourself To … The ... Truck.”


    With a signature Sadey move, she swings her tiny arms around her face, trying to make a point with dramatics. “You are mortifying me. Shame, please stop.”


    “Nope. Truck, Mace Cash. It’s runnin’, and so is the time that’s about to run out if you don’t start listenin’.”


    Mace throws herself away from her new ‘friend’, and after sending me another glare of hatred, walks past me to the truck. I’m so pissed at this little pecker head. He can clearly see she’s young. He’s going to get a quick warning and that’s it.


    Once she’s gone, and I’m left alone with creeper, I start my tirade. “Michael, is it? That’s your name?”


    “Yeah.”


    Jesus, he can’t say the word ‘yes’ or ‘sir’, even when he sees I’m seething in his direction. His eyes are defiant and I can tell the punk is getting ready to make his presence seen. He’s got Mace believing he’s some Wally Cleaver type. Nope, this is Eddy Haskell three times over.


    “How old are you?”


    He sneers back at me completely unafraid. “How old are you?”


    Grabbing his shirt, I swing his back to the tree and hold him tightly to it. His feet are dangling near the ground and his face is changing color. Red is a good color on him. There is no fear coming through his eyes, though, he looks to the truck to see if Mace is watching. She can’t see him from here, just me.


    Finally after his breathing becomes labored he mumbles. “I’m sixteen.”


    I stop, gather my breath, because I know if I don’t then his lifeless body will litter the grounds of this yard. I look around to see how many spectators I’ve gained with my muscle show. Thankfully, no one has caught on to our exchange. Either they are ignoring my display or they already know ‘Michael’ and are glad to see he’s getting a dose of what he deserves.


    “Don’t talk anymore, son. The more you talk, move, or breathe, the more pissed off I get. Stay away from Sadey and Mace. You’re too fuckin’ old to be hanging around a Junior high school for fuck’s sake. If I see you here again, I’ll risk the jail time. Do you understand my words or you want me to demonstrate?”


    I drop my hold on his shirt and wait for his reaction, silently wishing he would take a swing at me.


    “Got it, man. Damn, is she your daughter or something? She never mentioned she had a family in anger management.”


    “Yeah, motherfucker, or something. We good?”


    He straightens his shirt and grabs his hat that flew off his head that had hit the ground when I grabbed him. Yankees fan - go figure. Finally he answers. “Yeah.”


    Son of a bitch, if these girls create this kind of attention now then I’m in for a long line of babysitting duty for the next few years.


    Walking back to the truck, I catch a glimpse of a wide eyed Sadey in the backseat. She’s talking to Mace, but Mace keeps her head hung low. I’m glad to see she’s upset, cause right now, so am I.


    As I get into the cab, I slam the door to release some of my anger. I’ve just let a sixteen year old get under my skin. This concludes, once again, the idea that if I ever meet someone and reproduce there will be no fuckin’ girls. No way.


    “Mace.”


    Tears are falling on her book bag as it sits in her lap, and it’s then I realize I probably could have handled that a little better - at least in front of her anyway. “No. Don’t talk to me. I hate you.”


    I reach over to grab her arm and she jerks it from my hand, trying to get space from me. “Mace, don’t ever say that to me. You don’t hate me. You’re pissed as hell, I get that, but you don’t hate me.”


    “Shame, maybe you should…” Sadey speaks from the backseat, where she should be minding her own business.


    “Not right now, Sadey. Sit back and buckle your belt.”


    “Well, alright, but…”


    I turn my body to her, sending her a look that would frighten anyone else, but unfortunately for me, my anger never phases her in the slightest. “Sadey, I just said not right now. Jesus, what does that mean to you?”


    “It means…”


    God, I am losing patience. “Fuckin’ Christ, Sadey. Shut it!”


    “Okay, geez, all you had to do was say so.” She throws her body against my backseat, buckles her seat belt and continues to talk about me under her breath. As long as it keeps her quiet, she could be talking to the fuckin’ pope, I don’t care.


    “Mace, sweetheart, look at me.”


    “I said no, Shame. I want to go home. Take me home or I’m going to get out and walk.”


    She doesn’t say anything else to me as we leave the school’s parking lot. She wants to go home, but my instructions were specific in that I’m supposed to feed them so they don’t get a sugar overdose from cake and ice cream.


    The present I picked up for her is in my pocket. I hate that I’ll be giving it to her when she’s this pissed at me, but I don’t have a choice and I’m not changing tradition.


    “Mace, we’re goin’ to dinner. What are you hungry for?”


    Outside her truck window, she’s studying the passing houses and trees, never looking in my direction. Every now and then I see her wipe her face clean of tears.


    “Did you hear me?”


    “Yeah.”


    “If you don’t tell me where we’re going, sweetheart, I’m going to pick where we go and you hate what I eat.”


    In a low and controlled voice she repeats her feeling for me. “I hate you.”


    Ouch. That still fuckin’ hurts. Before I get too pissed I pull into to the sub shop that I know is her favorite in attempts to lighten her mood and ask for forgiveness.


    “Sadey, go save us a table by the window right there.” I point so that Sadey knows exactly where I’m telling her to go. I need to watch her in case Mace takes a while to get un-mad.


    Surprisingly, Sadey is even quiet as she makes her move to do what I asked. A person knows they’re a fuck up if even Sadey Lyons has nothing to say in their defense. She would defend a criminal if she believed they committed the crime born from a good intention.


    After she slams the door and heads into the shop, I turn to Mace, who continues to ignore me by looking out the window. I move to touch her arm, but think better of it since she’s still seething in anger at me. We sit in silence until she breaks it, along with my heart.


    “You can’t act like that. You humiliated me. Michael is my friend, Shame. He likes me and now you’ve scared him away. I like it when boys look at me and he looks at me. He’s really nice. He thinks I’m cute and no one ever thinks I’m cute. They all look at Sadey, not me.”


    “Baby, you’re just twelve. There should never be anyone touching you the way he was. I’m not sayin’ boys can’t look, but touching is out. Do you understand what I’m sayin’ to you here? No touching.”


    “Shame! All the other girls in my class let boys touch them. Sometimes they even hold hands. I don’t ever see some crazy-big-brother-biker showing up and acting the way you did. It’s alright to have friends that are boys, right? I mean it isn’t like we’re going to….”


    Fuck! I cut her off. “You’re God damn right about that, Mace.”


    She sighs heavy, rolling her head back so it hits the headrest and closes her eyes before talking. “If you plan to ever do this again, you can tell me now so I can start sneaking around. It would be less mortifying to get grounded for something than to have you act like that again.”


    “Bullshit. That will never fuckin’ happen. You can’t and won’t hide from me. Ever. Are we clear?”


    She sniffs, and once again wipes the tears that I’ve caused her on her birthday. We won’t settle this her way. She won’t win and I refuse to give in. I will make the same decision to handle it as I did, again and again, until she’s old enough to know what teenage boys and men alike are capable of.


    Now I sigh, running my hands through my hair, then killin’ the engine to my truck. “Can we go eat? Sadey’s inside waiting for us. Can you just be mad at me later? Maybe after I give you your birthday present?”


    She looks up and shows a mild glance of excitement in typical female form. Mention a gift and all is put aside, but never fuckin’ forgotten. “Yeah, I’m going to let you buy me a B.L.T. while you think about what all you just did.”


    “Deal. I’ll think about all I just did just as long as you think about why I did it.”


    She rolls her eyes and opens the door to hop down from the truck. Brat.


    We make our way inside, we order, and walk to sit with Sadey, who is lost in another song that I know I’ve heard but can’t place. Name that tune is pretty much Sadey’s theme. She can’t carry the fuckin’ note, so it makes it tough to know what exactly she’s singing. As long as the girl steers clear from the classics I don’t care what she’s singing, but no one can justify tainting the good stuff. I’m dreading the day the girl finds refuge in AC/DC, Lynyrd Skynyrd, or Iron Maiden, because then we’re going to have words, and if she doesn’t agree she could be sporting a gag in my presence until she learns which rock lords to steer clear of. Luckily, I’m sweet enough on her that I would find a pink one that suited her.


    Mace and Sadey must have some sort of pact between them to kill me, because every single God damn teenage boy that enters through the fuckin’ door stops to stare at one or both of my girls. That is until their stare reaches mine, and then they quickly turn away leaving the girls to scowl at me as if I did something wrong.


    What?


    Mace senses I’m winning this nonverbal debate and gives up, changing her thought to her present, which she knows I still have stashed in my pocket.


    “Well, since it’s my birthday and all, I think I’m entitled now.”


    I stop chewing long enough to look up and find she and Sadey perched on the edge of their seats waiting for my big delivery. “Entitled?”


    “Uhhh, yeah. It’s my day and you have my present, I know you do.”


    “You want it now? Even when you’re mad at me?”


    “Uhhhh, yeah, I do. I don’t have to be happy with you to open a present.”


    I no longer have the energy for either one of them. This is going to be short and fuckin’ sweet so I can get myself an adult beverage.


    My hands move to my vest and Sadey snickers because she already knows what it is, she’s the one that helped me pick it out this year, swearing, ‘Mace is gonna flip out when she gets this. Shame, she’s gonna cry. Cool!’


    Setting the box down on the table, I wait for Mace to grab it. When she doesn’t, I look directly at her and find her staring at me with a questionable look.


    “What’s wrong now? You don’t even want the present?”


    She crosses her arms in front of her chest and of course as backup, Sadey does the same so they are both staring me down. “I don’t want it when I know you’re pissed at me ‘cause I said I hated you earlier, but you made me so damn mad!”


    “Don’t use those words with me, Mace. I was mad, not pissed. We’ve talked about it. I’m not mad anymore, neither are you. It’s done, so bury it.”


    I move the gift towards her, willing her to open it. She hesitates then looks to Sadey for confirmation that it’s alright. Once she grabs it, like any other fuckin’ woman, she shakes it knowing already it’s some form of jewelry.


    With a smile on her face she pulls the bow, which Sadey made for her, off with one pull and opens it. Fuckin’ finally. Mace Cash is the only female I know that seriously takes forever to open a damn present.


    After she’s opened the box, I see her face go blush. Sadey starts bouncing in her seat and as excited as she is, a person would believe it was for her, not Mace.


    “Flip it over, Mace. Hurry up, look at it!”


    Mace snaps at Sadey for ruining her moment. “I am, Sadey, hold on.”


    Mace catches my eyes and smiles that smile that is only for me in these moments. She knows I always take my time getting her the perfect present and although I fucked up her day earlier at the school, I know by the look on her face I’ve made up for my overbearing and asshole ways – until next time.


    Holding the chain and heart pendant to the light she reads the inscription out loud to all of us sitting at the table. “I love your face.”


    Of course, Sadey just gives her one quiet moment to enjoy before delving in with needless words. “Don’t you love it? It goes around your ankle; it’s an anklet. Pretty clever, huh?” Her eyebrows can’t help but go up and down to show her excitement.


    Mace stands up, walks over to me and wraps her small arms around my neck, squeezing me tight and kisses my cheek. She does this every single year and I never tire of it. Before setting me free she whispers softly in my ear. “Thank you, I love it and I love you for buying it.”


    I pat her on the back, trying to avoid turning this heartfelt thanks into a puddle of tears at a sandwich shop, and let her go to finish her meal. The rest of dinner she stares at the box that carried her gift.


    ~~~~~


    Once we are back at the house, I see Hem outside with the helium balloons trying to tame them before hanging them on the mailbox. They appear to be kickin’ his ass due to the wind. He’s cussing deliberately and I can see he’s had about enough. He looks ridiculous, and I can hear Sadey’s snickers in the backseat as she catches sight of him.


    She pops out of the back and runs directly to him so she can help. She calms him immediately as she takes them from his grasp and starts to hand the offending balloons back to him one at a time, in colored order of course. He’s still grunting obscenities, but already, in her presence, he’s able to relax.


    Turning my focus back to Mace, I know it’s time to suck it up and deliver my apology. “Alright, Mace, I’m sorry I acted like that today, but you have years to go before you are allowed a boyfriend, and if it kills me I’m going to run off every little bastard until I know you can handle them on your own.”


    She looks at me and her eyes lock to mine. She’s not angry anymore, she’s hurt. “I need friends. I have Sadey, but you and Hem never have any time for us anymore. You’re never around. You’re always on your bike ridin’ or you’re tired or ya know … with your girls…”


    “My girls?” I don’t realize what she means by this until it’s too late to take back my question. Damn it.


    She looks up at me with those brown eyes, willing me to drop it, thank fuck. I’m not telling her about ‘my girls’.


    “Alright. You’re right. I’m sorry, okay? Are you…”


    “Am … I … what?”


    I hate that I’ve hurt her. The thought makes me sad because she’s a sweet girl and didn’t deserve my anger. I stare at her, looking at her face and waiting for a reaction.


    “I’m fine, is that what’s bothering you? I’m fine, I guess. Can you just not act like that again, please?”


    “Yeah, Mace. I can try.”


    She shakes her head at me the same way Hem and I do when they start to get on our nerves. “Shame, you just wear me out.” She laughs out loud for the first time today then starts to hop out of the truck.


    I swing around to her and we walk to the back of the house together. Her party is starting. Her family is here, Warren included, and some members from Peril. She’s smiling as she sees the piñata hung from the oak tree that holds the treehouse.


    In an attempt to make sure we’re okay again, I nudge her, knowing I’m about to lose her attention once the party starts. “You learn anything at school today?”


    She stops our walk, giggles, and looks at me before she tries to ruin my damn day. “You mean did I learn about the birds and bees today?”


    My eyes grow wide, causing a slight shift in pain behind them. “Fuck no, I didn’t ask that!” I hesitate before asking what I know is going to hurt my chest. “You haven’t learned anything about them yet … have you?”


    She laughs at me. She may as well just rip my heart out and stomp on it because she’s scaring the fuck out of me right now. “Did you think I’d never learn about you and your ‘special friends?’ Because now I know better.”


    Pushing her away from me, prepping myself mentally for her smart mouth. “What are you talking about, Mace?”


    “Let’s just say I know now that you don’t wrestle with your ‘friends’ the way you wrestle with me. That’s what I learned today.”


    I think I’m blushing. Fuck, I hate blushing, especially when it’s a tiny person making me uncomfortable. “You done? You done trying to mortify me? Let’s get cake please. If you’re eatin’ you aren’t talking and fuck I love your face, darlin’, but please stop talking.”


    She runs from me towards Sadey and her dad, who are in the backyard arguing over what ethnic background the piñata came from.


    No, Sadey, it’s not the Italians.


    Mace and Sadey are twelve this year, how’s that even possible?


    ~~~~~


    That was not the first time I went into angry brother mode when a boy tried to touch either Sadey or Mace. As ever though, I didn’t care how anyone felt about it as long as I handled the situation the way I felt it needed to be handled.


    I’d been battling some depression the last couple of years, since my parent’s death. No idea why I cared so much when they were dead because I hated them when they were living, but I did. It ate at me, like a ticking time bomb waiting to go off.


    During that depression though, it was Mace and Sadey that kept me grounded with their innocence and willingness to love others without regard. I’m thankful their lives weren’t like mine.


    I think those around me, who knew me best, knew I was spiraling out of control and using sex as a means to work through my feelings. It’s not healthy, but it’s how I’d learned to deal with it.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    


    “When you have once seen the glow of happiness on the face of a beloved person, you know that a man can have no vocation but to awaken that light on the faces surrounding him”


    -Albert Camus


    


    “Hi, sweetheart.”


    “Shame, where are you?”


    Mace called as I pulled into a filling station for gas, aspirin, and smokes. I need all three if I’m going to finish this day the way I know I should. My head is killing me after reliving the start to teenage Mace. I’m out of smokes, and the gas in my tank isn’t enough to get me where else I still need to be.


    “I’m gettin’ some smokes, babe, you all right?”


    She’s trying to be calm and collected, but the undertone in her voice is evident. She’s scared. Fuck, all day I assumed I was the only person re-thinking this decision, and I gave no thought that Mace may be having her own second thoughts about spending forever with my inner demons.


    “No, Shame, I’m not asking where you are, as in location. I’m asking where your head is at. I talked to Hem, who is livid, by the way, he told me you were acting odd.”


    “Odd?”


    Hem, you nosey fuckin’ bastard.


    “Please. Talk to me. Are you coming to the church? It’s three o’clock.”


    “Babe, I’m okay. Let me finish up here, and I will see you soon, all right? The boys will get everything ready. There’s no reason you want me to stand in a church for four hours just waiting for you, for fuck sake.”


    She smiles into the phone, and I know she’s imagining me waiting for her, for four hours, in a suit … with a hard-on. My woman can read my fuckin’ mind that it’s a turn on to take my girl, bend her over, and watch her let loose in a house of God.


    I’m going to hell.


    “Alright, I love you.”


    “See you soon, sweetheart. Wait for me.”


    “I’ve waited a long time already, a couple more hours won’t hurt.”


    I hate pushing her away. I am adding to her stress, and she doesn’t need it, but fuck if I know how to fix this shit. I’ve never been able to play Mace. I swear she was born with a bullshit detector, and it chimes in on my ass every single time.


    ~~~~~


    “Fuckin’ hell, Shame, get a room.”


    Doc’s pissed at me. He has been, on and off, for the last few years. I’ve descended into a shade of hell, and I’m having issues trying to regain my good status among the living since my mother died, and I murdered my father.


    Murdered my own father.


    Women have helped. Not just one. I’m fuckin’ my way through as many as I can to avoid the pain. I’m not a big drinker, and I sure as fuck don’t buy, sell, or use drugs. My only addiction right now is sex. Same as any addiction, but this one doesn’t affect my ability to drive or talk coherently - much.


    I remove my hand from under the woman’s tight skirt and look at it. It’s wet from her arousal from my play inside her. My life is so much easier when the woman is this responsive.


    “Why bother? Look around, Doc. Jesus, get off my tip.” I lift my chin to all the other brothers in the club who are finger fuckin, dry humping, or suckin’ the tits of each broad here, but I’m being singled out… why?


    “I am bothered, God damn it. Anymore, Shame, I’m bothered by your behavior every fuckin’ day.”


    I turn my back on him and swing this woman around before she has a chance to take my mouth again. My dick is hard, and I need release. What I don’t need is Doc, or anyone else here, telling me how “unhealthy” it is, and that my slight sex addiction has become intolerable to those around me. I want to finish with her, before father Doc comes to step on my nut sac again and ruins my high.


    I pull her hair with a rough tug, lifting her face to mine. “Upstairs.”


    She goes like a good girl, and we head away from Doc, who continues to glare at me and mumble something about wrapping it up before dipping into another one today. The older he gets, the less fun he is.


    Before we make our way up the stairs, I hear a familiar voice that has me stopping in my step. That voice doesn’t belong here, and I cringe as soon as I hear the topic of conversation that’s taking place.


    Son of a bitch.


    “Sadey, please, just don’t. He’s going to be mad!”


    I look to the nameless face in front of me, she feels me stop and starts to put her hands on my back to ‘assist’ me up the stairs, but I stop her. “No, you go. Give me ten and be ready. No clothes.”


    She turns away from me in a huff and tromps up the stairs, as if a ten minute delay is an insult.


    I hear Hem laughing, so obviously Doc hasn’t thrown a shit fit to get our young girls to leave … yet. As I round the corner, I see Sadey, dressed like a club whore. Her lipstick is the color of candy apples; her black skirt is intended to be short and seductive, but her lack of height has it ending a little past her knees. Her shirt is nearly as red as her lips are painted, and her hair and makeup vaguely resemble Ronald McDonald.


    She’s cracked. Sadey Lyons has finally cracked.


    Hem has now controlled his laughter and is talking in complete sentences. “What the fuck are you doing here dressed like that, Sadey girl?”


    Being that he’s slow on the uptake, Hem doesn’t see it yet, even though the rest of us do. She’s here for him. I can read this all over her face, even before I look back to Mace, who is standing behind Sadey, tapping her toes and glaring at Hem.


    “What do you mean what am I doing here? I came to see you.”


    He stops smiling, now he looks concerned. “See me what, sugar?”


    Sadey struts towards him wearing, son of a bitch, high heels that are too big for her small feet. “I came to seeee you, see you.”


    Holy fuck, this is about to get interesting. I lean my body against the door, hanging on to the top of its frame and using my body as a shield, so that no other person can come in to witness the horror that’s about to unfold, right here in the main room of the Clubhouse.


    Hem’s got a hard-on, but it’s not for Sadey. It’s for the clueless blonde sitting on his lap, that not two seconds ago was offering her tit to him as a small snack before the main course later.


    Since Doc has been busy behind the bar, he missed Sadey’s entrance. He’s no longer oblivious. “What the fuck? Hem, damn it. Get your sister and Sadey out of here. This ain’t a fuckin’ daycare.” He looks to the innocence of them and softens his anger. “I’m sorry girls, but you can’t be here. That’s the rules.”


    Sadey is fuming with Doc’s dismissal. “I’m thirteen, Doc. I’m thirteen, and I’ve already seen all this before. I watch Climax when my parents are asleep in bed.”


    Fuck, Sadey. Cinemax … you watch Cinemax. Late night though, same thing as Climax, but she has no business knowing that.


    The room fills with laughter. Every person in here, including Doc, who has now cracked a smile, finds this funny. I don’t. It’s fucked up. I send a death glare to those that are about to start rollin’ on the floor. They don’t want me to move from my spot. I grip the top of the door tight and clench my jaw, willing myself not to move from here and let Hem handle this.


    Finally, though, after the room quiets, and realizing that no one will fill the void due to the awkward scene playing out, I make my way to Mace, who is now even more pissed off at Sadey. I bend down and listen to her tell me what the fuck is happening.


    Mace whispers the explanation, and it all becomes clear as-fuckin’-mud. “She started her period today. She told me she’s a woman, and she’s going to get ‘her man.’ Please help me, Shame. I want to die.”


    First, I do not want to hear that our little Sadey has started her period. This unleashes raging hormones within a teenage girl and causes them to … well, act like this.


    Second, this means that Mace either has or soon will follow suit into becoming a woman. Even though she and I are friends, and I care for her more than any other person on this planet, I don’t relish the jail time I’m going to face knowing eventually that some punk is going to smell her womanhood and come callin’. This serves as a reminder that I need to buy more bullets. Already my trigger finger itches.


    After taking a deep breath, I crack a small smile, trying to ease her tension as well as mine. I move her, so she’s standing behind me. She doesn’t need to witness this either, even if every other brother is rubber necking the scene as part of today’s comic relief. She’s got a hold of my shirt, and her hands have started kneading their way into my back.


    Before I can register what’s happening, I see Sadey making her way to Hem, who still sits on his ass with his hard-on. Immediately, and without hesitation, Sadey steps closer to touch him. He jerks back in surprise and pushes tonight’s slut off his lap. Slut goes tumbling down, with hair flying and boobs bouncing. Sadey doesn’t even give her a second look.


    I’m not sure since I’m across the room, but if I’m not seeing things, I’m fairly certain she just puckered her lips at him once the woman vacated his lap.


    Hem grabs her shoulders and smiles at her softly. “Sadey, no. Is this a joke?”


    She’s stunned, hurt, and now she’s angry. “No, Hem, it’s not a joke.”


    “You kidding me, Sadey girl? You’re a kid. You’re not actin’ right. Is everything okay at school?”


    Shit, Hem. You’re a fuckin’ dumbass.


    I’m waiting for Sadey to get it together long enough so I can get them to exit the building. When I get a glimpse of Doc, who has gone from not so angry about them being here, to now furious, I know that’s my cue.


    I rush to Sadey, grabbing her to me - her back to my front. She doesn’t even know it’s me, not that it would matter. Nothing matters when your heart is laying exposed, in the open, to every other person.


    Flipping Hem off, I move her away from him and head towards the door with her held tight in my grasp. Hem is too ignorant to a teenage girl’s feelings to catch on that he’s probably marked her for life, so he doesn’t stop adding his insults to injuries, and he doesn’t even have to give it effort.


    “Sadey girl, if it makes you feel better, I think you look cute.”


    Clueless bastard.


    Fuck if she doesn’t see red now. In a quick turn, pushing me away from her, she whips off her left shoe and aims right for Hem - missing him completely. I wish she would’ve pegged his ass.


    Doc interrupts, sensing this has gone from bad to worse. “Patrick Collins, you’re a punk ass son of a bitch. You’re either incredibly stupid, which I’m betting I’m right on that point, or you’re just trying to upset a teenager on purpose. Shut the fuck up. Quit talking. Don’t even look at the girl.” He stares at Hem and shakes his head in disgust as he mutters. “No fuckin’ manners.”


    I nod to Doc in thanks for handling Hem. Pushing the broken hearted girl outside and into the truck, with Mace close behind us, I take them both home, to the safety of each other’s company.


    On the way home Sadey remains speechless, and only the sounds of her feral sobs take up the room in the truck. This girl can cry, and now that she’s entered womanhood, I’m fairly certain we’re going to meet this crying mess on a monthly basis. This leaves me marking my mental calendar. I’m going to be busy handling situations such as these for years to come.


    Once at the house, I shut down the engine. I turn to the back seat where Sadey has yet to compose herself. “Sit your ass here. Don’t get out yet.”


    She doesn’t answer, just nods. I make my way to the other side, pulling Mace out of my truck first. Then I grab for Sadey, but I don’t put her down. I let her cling to my heavy frame, and she’s clinging hard. She’s looking for comfort in me because Hem’s not around to ease her. Not that he could since he’s the cause, but I’m glad he’s not here.


    “Sadey, buddy, he’s stupid.”


    She still hasn’t said a word. My heart hurts for her. Sadey is just now realizing she has a crush on Hem. She’s always been partial to him, but the older she gets, the more she envisions them together, as in forever together. Tonight was the first time she ever thought to do anything about it. Not that he could respond at all, because that would get him castrated in prison.


    Even at thirteen, she’s too good for him. At this point, he doesn’t even deserve her friendship.


    I put her down at Mace’s front door, unsure if anyone is home or not. Bringing myself eye level to her, I clean up her face as much as I can without a towel. “Baby girl, look at me.”


    Her head continues to hang down, but I can still see the stained makeup streaking her small face. “Hey.” I pull her face up, so she’s looking at me; she finally gives in and offers me a half smile.


    “I’m sorry, Shame. I shouldn’t have gone there. Don’t be mad, and will you please tell Hem not to be mad?”


    This sweet child is worried about him being pissed at her. Fuck that, and fuck him.


    Gripping the back of her neck, so she knows it’s time to really listen to me, I say. “Not your fault, don’t think another thing about it. I’ll handle Hem. He’s not mad at you. You sure as shit surprised him, though. Maybe next time you should write him a note. Ya know, just jot down some thoughts. This make-up you have on, these clothes you’re wearing, and this hair - honey, none of it is needed.”


    I put my hand against her chest, under my palm I feel her heart beating fast. She’s stressed. “This right here - when you give this away, it’s for someone special. You still have a lot of time to figure that shit out.”


    She smiles at me and looks to Mace, who is smiling at me as well. I wink at them, and stand straight and start to turn towards the truck, makin’ my way down the drive.


    “Shame?”


    Sadey is still quiet, but Mace always has something to say in her voiced absence. Both these girls can finish any conversation with an outsider when the other becomes speechless.


    Her voice strains a bit because I’ve gained some distance from them. “You love her face. You forgot to tell her you love her face.”


    Turning around I try to hide my smile. Tucking my hands in my pockets to ease Mace’s worry, I say, loud enough for Sadey to understand I mean what I’m saying. “She knows, Mace. Go cheer her up already, would ya?”


    Maybe Oreos, or some chick food like that, will help Sadey cure her heart of this disaster.


    Agenda priority one: I’m going back to beat Hem’s ass.


    I love my brother, but fuck if he ain’t stupid.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    


    “From the moment absurdity is recognized, it becomes a passion, the most harrowing of all. But whether or not one can live with one's passions, whether or not one can accept their law, which is to burn the heart they simultaneously exalt - that is the whole question.”


    -Albert Camus


    


    “Lynda, fuck I hope you can hear me.”


    After leaving the gas station and talking to Mace, I set out to just drive. I know where I should be right now, but I’m not ready. This whole day started with Mace missing her mom. I miss her too. It’s been a long time since I made myself come here.


    During Hem’s ‘burial’, I was so distraught and upset about losing him, I didn’t give notice that Lynda was right beside what I thought was my best friend. As usual, I didn’t appreciate her enough, even as she laid there with us in attendance, as they lowered her son’s casket next to hers in the ground - six feet under.


    My throat is swelling, and I feel my face flush from the heat of emotions. I sit down next to her marker, where Hem’s used to be, until we had it removed. I’m never at a loss for words when I’m talking to a person, but seeing her here like this, I don’t know what I should say.


    “Mace misses you. I miss you, fuck we all miss you, Lynda. Would be helpful right now if you were here. I’m messing this up. I’m afraid to lose her, but if I keep her I’m more afraid of what I’ll end up doing to her. She’s perfect the way she is, what if I take her good and make her less? She’s mine. I know that, but how long will I have her before I start hurting her like my dad hurt my mom and I?”


    I look past the other grave markers, and then turn to look at the bench behind me. Sadey would sit here with Hem for hours, talking to him as if he were there with her. She said he would talk to her, in her mind, as well. She was literally going crazy, not having him with her every day. It was beautiful, but at the same time, also harrowing.


    “Hem is being a pain in my ass, as usual. He’s happy, I wish you were here to see that shit. Hem and Sadey, did you ever think? Fuck, I didn’t. I knew she loved him, but I wasn’t sure Hem could ever love anyone the way he loves that crazy ass woman.”


    I light a smoke and get comfortable in the grass, leaning back into the bench so I can stretch my legs. I take a quick look at my phone. Mace hasn’t called back. It’s only three forty three, so I have some more time to take - if needed.


    “I wish you could tell me what I’m doing here. I love her. I’ve always loved her. Hell, I’ve wanted that girl since she was sixteen, and I knew better than to have those thoughts about your daughter. Guess I should apologize for that too, huh?”


    As I sit here looking at her grave, I’m distraught with memories of another dark time in my life. I wanted to die, fuck I had even planned it. After what I had done to my dad that night several years before, I was mixed with relief and guilt. Killing a man isn’t something I had ever done, and killing my father … that was too much.


    ~~~~~


    My head hurts. I’m hung over as hell. I just know I am, even before I open my eyes. The damn bed dips beside me, so I’m reminded that I’m not alone. The day after taking someone to bed, fuckin’ them, eatin’ them, then brushing them off for cuddling after, just sucks.


    I’m not one for beating around the bush or making things awkward, so I know getting this bitch out of here won’t be too tough for me, but hell if I don’t even want to move right now.


    As I lay on the bed, contemplating how to get her ass out of here without causing any more pain to my head, my mind tries to recollect the last relationship I had.


    Ginger.


    God, it’s been … well fuck, it’s been a lot of years. I’ve been screwing nameless faces, and not once have I given any thought about growing old alone. I’ve never thought about growing old at all, actually. I have Hem, Mace, and Sadey … the girls will always take care of us, won’t they?


    I am twenty six years old, and here I am; I’ve got nothing. No house, a piece of shit truck that reminds me of my dad’s, no job other than the shit I do here at the club, which isn’t much to be honest. I don’t have a woman, and I’m fairly certain that I could be formally labeled as a ‘sex addicted alcoholic’.


    Lovely.


    Now that I’m good and irritated, I push this woman in the back with my elbow, wanting to wake her and get her out of here. I need aspirin and a beer. If she’s not going to get her ass out of bed and get me these, plus a morning blow job, she’s on her way out.


    “Well, good morning, handsome.” Fuck me, she looks like a raccoon that got caught up in the garbage bin and couldn’t get out, so she camped there for the night. Jesus, she smells like it, too.


    “Out.” Shit, I hear myself talk and notice that even my voice sounds broken and depressed.


    “Oh, I don’t think you mean that.” She rolls from her stomach and now faces me, as I lay on my back with my arm secured under my head, the same head that is throbbing in pain, waiting for the aspirin and beer – and blow job.


    I point towards the door, as if she needs help finding the exit. “Out. Really, you can go. Don’t need you here anymore, I’m done. Got shit to do today.”


    She looks puzzled, as if this is the first time she’s ever faced the walk of shame after a good night of sex.


    Don’t think so, sweetie.


    “What the fuck you lookin’ at, woman? I said go.”


    Tossing me a heavy sigh, then a brutal huff that doesn’t discourage me from pressing the issue, she gets up to go. Her hair is matted from sweat. I must have worked her pretty good. I smile at myself for a second, until I realize how fuckin’ empty that feels.


    “Call me?”


    “Right.”


    “You’re an ass.”


    As I light a cigarette, hoping it helps clear my head, I respond to her sweet name calling. “Been called worse by better, babe.”


    After she dresses and collects her shit, she slams the door. Oh, that fuckin’ bitch … my head is pounding even more now. Fuck.


    Now that the slut is gone, I’m going to get my morning snacks; aspirin and beer. I could have gone for another blow job before she booked, but once she started talking I lost interest.


    I check the clock - eight oh three in the morning. Good, I haven’t slept in, I can get an early start to my binge. It’s Saturday, so fuck it.


    Downstairs, I walk in on Hem, who’s sitting in Doc’s chair lacing up his boot. “Hello, sunshine. How are you this morning? Guessin’ by the piece that just walked out, you’re feelin’ pretty good.”


    “Fuck off, Hem. No one wants to hear your voice.” I throw my cigarettes on the bar and wait, knowing he’ll have more to say.


    He stands from the chair, and I can already tell he’s confrontational. He’s told me at least fifteen times within the last month, that I need help dealing with my issues. PTSD, what the fuck is that? I don’t need mental help; a bullet to my fuckin’ head is free, and when I’m ready I’m going to pull its trigger.


    Hem is in my face as I stand near the step leading to the bar and common area. He pushes my chest with his finger. “Maybe you need to hear my voice, Shame. You sure as hell need to hear someone’s, preferably someone you haven’t pissed off with your ridiculous antics. You’re fuckin’ up. You’re letting that son of a bitch eat you from the inside out, and he’s in a box in the ground, man. What the fuck do you think you’re doin'?”


    Moving my hand to his, I throw his finger off my chest and drop it between us. “What the fuck am I doin’? I’m living, Hem. I’m fuckin’ living and that piece of shit is dead. I should be free now that he’s gone, but I’m not. I don’t feel free. I don’t feel anything anymore. Instead, I’m wallowing in these God damn thoughts about what it would be like to be like him … dead.”


    This is the first time I’ve ever reacted to his words. Doc and Hem have tolerated my adolescent behavior, but over time they’ve grown tired. I need to make a decision right now. Either I need to find that bullet and use it to end my constant state of misery, or trust that Doc knows what’s good for me and get the help I need. Today, though, a decision needs to be made.


    “Look, Shame, I want to help, but I can’t if you don’t talk to me. This shit that’s going through your brain … this shit happened years ago, and you’re living as if it happened last week. Let ... It … Go. By hanging onto the past, you’re letting it chain you to him. He was a rotten son of a bitch who murdered a woman with his bare hands, and he deserved to die.”


    “I could have saved her.” I haven’t said those words out loud since the day they both died. Other than Lynda and Hem, no one knows the guilt I’ve kept buried deep. The guilt that lives and breathes in my soul and every so often finds its way to the surface like a serpent trying to get out and ruin me.


    “Hem, she wanted to see me.” I move past him to get past the bar and into the fridge. That cold beer is what I need to relax me. Especially during this fucked up emotional discussion.


    “You couldn’t have saved her, Shame. He had just as much power over your mother as he had over you. Maybe you could have delayed her death, but was she ever really livin’? She’s dead because of the choices she made; those choices she never offered to you. Fuck, you’re walking a fine line here, and I gotta tell ya, if you don’t start walking this shit in the right direction you’re going to be walking it alone.”


    I move my eyes to his, take a pull of my beer, and contemplate his meaning. I don’t want to ask, because I fear the answer. Hearing it said holds more meaning; it makes it real.


    “You’d walk away from me.” I say this with conviction, and not in the phrase of a question.


    “No, I wouldn’t. I’d never walk away from you if I thought you could be saved, but you won’t be welcome around my family until that happens, Sadey included. You’re not taking the light they see you in and dimming it with this ridiculous guilt you’re carryin’ around. It won’t happen; I won’t let it.”


    Well, fuck if that’s not the last arrow to the chest.


    His words of family cut me too deep to gain an immediate recovery. I’ve just been let go from the only job I ever believed I was any good at; protecting those girls and being a part of their lives. Lynda loves me; she would be ashamed to see me like this. I need time to think and figure out what I’m doing.


    “Leave me alone, Hem. Walk away, and just leave me the fuck alone. I’m not interested in your help.”


    “Yeah, thought so. When you’re ready to man the fuck up and get help, you let me know. I’m here, but until then, you’re not to be near Mace, Sadey, or my mother. You’re not the same person to them anymore, seeing you like this, Shame.” Heavy sigh and in a softer tone. “You’re hurting them.”


    I don’t respond because there isn’t anything I can say. As he passes me, I can hear him hiss in disgust. He takes the stairs two at a time, headed towards his room. I have no interest in being here for any further enlightenments.


    I’m out.


    Grabbing my smokes, beer, keys, and wallet from the bar, I make my way to the front door. Once I open it, I’m met with another look of concern, this one in the form of a fourteen year old, Mace Cash.


    Instantly, I feel that familiar pull to protect; my heart beats achingly in my chest.


    “Hi.” She says meekly, giving me a small wave of her hand.


    She’s standing so close to the door, I’m looking directly down on her and her neck is craned up straining to look at me. She’s searching my face for warning signs; asking me without words what is going through my head. I don’t know what she’s heard, but if this kid is anything, she’s intuitive.


    I reach for her head to run my fingers through her hair, but she cringes at my gesture. I pull my hand back instantly, and she relaxes again.


    “What are you doin’ here, sweetheart?”


    “Waiting for Hem. He said I’m not allowed to come in there, so I’m just waiting here. I thought about going to sit on his bike and wait, but he would get mad. He’s taking me on a ride today. My mom isn’t feeling well, and he said he would spend time with me today, so we are going for ice cream, and then maybe a movie. I don’t know what movie, we are just...”


    “Mace.” My voice is raspy, because it makes me sick, knowing she’s nervous around me. She’s filling the air with words. She and I both know she’s stalling until Hem comes out. Mace Cash is anxious to be in my presence alone.


    I’ve just hit rock fuckin’ bottom.


    She isn’t talking or looking at me anymore. She’s looking to the ground, and then she turns to sit on the stoop directly outside the door. The sun is shining, and I’m sure somewhere birds are singing, but I don’t hear them over the breaking rhythm in my chest. Her back is to me, and now I’m being ignored as if I were nothing more than a passing brother, just another stranger, on the way to his ride.


    “Mace?”


    “Yeah.” She still won’t turn around, even though she acknowledges my address.


    “Can I sit?”


    “Yeah, I guess. I mean, you can if you want to.” She scoots her body over, making room for me to sit next to her. I set my beer down on the other side of me, so she doesn’t have to look at what I consider my morning medication.


    We sit in silence for a few seconds enjoying the fresh morning breeze. Until she breaks it. “Hem said you’re sick. Are you getting better?”


    I turn my face to her, not wanting to talk to the club’s driveway. “I don’t know yet. I want to be.”


    Her stare doesn’t leave the drive as she continues. “What’s the matter with you?” She doesn’t mind talking to nothing in front of her, as long as she doesn’t have to look at me.


    “I’m not for sure. I just don’t feel good, I guess.”


    She doesn’t say anything else for a few minutes, and finally she folds under my stare and turns to look at me directly, silently searching for answers that I don’t have. Her eyes are filled with tears, and it hits hard when I realize I’m unsure if she’s sad for me, or she’s afraid of me.


    “No matter what, sweetheart, this has nothing to do with you. You know that? I wouldn’t hurt you, and I’m sorry you’re upset.”


    “I’m not upset.”


    I nudge her knee with mine, willing her to admit her fear. “You’re upset and it’s my fault. I’m sorry.”


    Her shrug is the only confirmation I’m granted. She’s holding herself together, but not by much. I want to wrap her in my arms and feel her goodness taking me to a better place, but it would scare her away and I’ve already become a monster in her eyes.


    Gently, I move my hand to her head, and she doesn’t hesitate this time. I move her hair that has curtained around her face and put it behind her ear. “Hey Mace, it’s alright if you don’t want me to come around for a while.”


    “Okay.”


    “I need you to remember something for me, though.”


    She turns to face me again, holding her hands in her lap between her knees, as her shoulders tense. “Okay, I will.”


    I lean to her, again she doesn’t hesitate and allows my gentle movement. I whisper softly as I kiss the side of her head, bringing her into me. “I love your face.”


    She smiles in my hold. She’s constantly trying to get me to tell her I love her, but those words will never mean anything to me. They are empty and meaningless if they are said during the action of hurting someone, and I’m breaking her now. If I said the actual words, she would only remember it as a dark passage during a dark time.


    As soon as I start to let her go, she wraps her small arms around my waist and scoots closer to me, in order to hold me tighter. We sit in silence for a few minutes, until I hear the soft sniff of the emotions that she’s finally letting go. She’s releasing her feelings of shame, loss, and concern … for me.


    Not seconds after, I hear Hem open the door behind us. He doesn’t say anything, and my only thought is that, after hearing all of his words of anger towards me inside, now he’s giving me a few minutes to say goodbye to her.


    He doesn’t know yet that my decision was made the moment I stepped on that porch and saw the look she held for me in her eyes. She was hopeful that I would be fine. She wasn’t scared of me; she was scared only of losing me. I swore to everyone in the room the night my parents died, no one was going to hurt someone I loved again. I’ve no intention of being the reason they’re hurting.


    I knew at that moment, without a doubt, that I couldn’t protect anyone from the grave, and I needed to get better and be the person I swore to her and everyone else I loved that I would be.


    ~~~~~


    “Fuck, Lynda. Our girl saved me that day without even knowing it. She was just a kid, and I was a fuckin’ weak and lost soul, wandering in a veil of darkness. She should’ve been playin’ ball, or hanging out shopping with the other girls. Instead, she was sittin’ on that porch, looking into my eyes and trying to find me, so I could come back from the realm of hell I had created inside myself.”


    I get off the ground and clean up my cigarette butts, because Lynda wasn’t ever supposed to know I smoked. After putting them in my pocket, I reach out to Lynda’s stone and hold my hand there for a beat, remembering how close I came to taking my own life, but in a moment of clarity had allowed my family to save me.


    “Thank you for being my hope. You gave me more of that than you’ll ever know, and I’m so sorry I wasn’t there when you needed your own well of hope to draw from. Rest with the angels and be free forever.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    


    “Lying is not only saying what isn't true. It is also, in fact especially, saying more than is true, and, in the case of the human heart, saying more than one feels.”


    -Albert Camus


    


    There are moments in my life that I mark as before and after’s. Meaning, things that happen before the event occurred, and then after it. For me, Prom night is such a reference. Before that day, I would hold Mace in my arms feeling nothing but adoration, love, and a need to protect her from everything that lurked in shadows. After that day, when I held her close to my body, things got cloudy. I looked at her differently; I saw behind her eyes, as she had always done to me. What I saw could only be described as ‘forever'. I was older, more experienced, and knew I had no business attempting to draw out her feelings.


    It was the start of something that would never have an end, but the journey would be long and painful, and I wouldn’t change one God damn moment of it.


    ~~~~~


    “Need two, please.” I’m at the front counter picking up smokes, beer, and a few lottery tickets; I’m feeling pretty lucky now. My luck ran low this morning when I was advised by Lynda that I was to take both Sadey and Mace to the mall and watch them as they find their prom dresses.


    Shoot me. Seriously, shoot me now.


    Prom night is tonight, but the girls have yet to pick out a dress. This is because Sadey won’t choose one, and Mace has zero interest in dressing up. Now it’s crunch time, and how this shit falls on me to fix I’ve no clue, but it does so, away we go.


    I’m preparing for this memorable experience by having a beer and stocking up on cigarettes. I’ve seen Sadey in shopping mode before. It makes my skin itch; it’s that bad. The kid is drawn to fashion like no teenager I have ever seen, including celebrity teens and models. It takes her for-fucking-ever to just get ready for school. The few occasions she’s had to call me because she missed her bus, she never looked scared, upset, or disheveled because she had overslept. No, it was always evident that she had spent too much time getting makeup and hair ready, and had just blown off the bus completely. I don’t want to think of the poor sorry son of a bitch that has to put up with that shit the rest of his life.


    Mace, though, is a fuck of a lot easier. She doesn’t care about any of that girl shit. Give her a pair of sunglasses, sweatshirt, and jeans, then leave her the hell alone. She’s not wanting to go to Prom either, but she’s excited because some punk asked her, and when I overheard her telling Sadey how ‘awesome’ he was, I got suspicious. I know of the kid and I don’t like him. I don’t dislike him just because he’s going after Mace, either. Even though he’s probably one of the better boys at school, he’s not good enough for that sweet girl. She’s growing up, and her body is changing. She’s the epitome of the old tale ‘Ugly Duckling’; although she was never ugly, she’s becoming a beautiful swan. Boys, fuck, even men, are starting to look at her. I know this because I’ve witnessed it several times throughout these bullshit teenage years.


    Fuck, these girls are goin’ to kill me.


    “Thank you, Shame. You have a good day.” The blonde on the other side of the counter has nice tits. They look familiar, and she knows my name. I don’t remember names or faces, but bodies … I can recall. That’s about all she’s got for me, though. I’m too busy dreading this God damn day to enjoy mental pictures of that chest in my face. Fuck, I wish I could remember her name, though.


    Prom dresses, son of a bitch.


    Walking to the door, I catch sight of a kid standing in the magazine aisle. He’s holding a smut magazine that he’s ripped from the plastic, and he’s smiling behind it. If this kid smiles at pussy like it’s a cotton candy treat while looking at it, he will never get laid. I’m not about to help him by explaining that shit to him now, but I am going to help him alright. I’m willing to help him survive to see his next birthday.


    I grab the magazine from his hold, and he stares ahead at me, until he realizes he has to look up to see me. That’s when he drops the box of condoms I hadn’t seen him holding.


    Fuck no.


    I’m towering over the kid, and in this instance, I’m thankful as fuck. It looks like he will scare easily with words, and I won’t have to lay a finger on him. Going to jail wouldn’t work with my plans at the mall. It would be more comfortable for me of course, but would hurt Mace and Sadey.


    “You Mark Wilson?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Manners - how refreshing, but still not enough for sweet Mace. No one is enough for Mace. “Tonight your prom night at the school?”


    “Yes, sir.” He’s relaxing a bit. He must think I’m here to make idle chatter.


    “You taking Mace Cash with you to the dance tonight?”


    “Who are you?”


    “Wasn’t my question. Are you the kid that’s taking Mace Cash to prom?”


    “I am, but seriously, dude, who are you?”


    God, tell me he did not just call me ‘dude'. I would laugh, but I don’t have time for this shit right now. “Well, little ‘dude’, I’m Shame.”


    Now he smiles, not the porn search smile, thank fuck, but a friendly and familiar smile. “Yeah, she talks about you. You’re like some super hero or something.”


    I give him an evil smile so he drops his immediately. “Yeah, or something.”


    Throwing his porn to the side, I start my tirade. “Listen, I’m sure you’re a good kid. I’m sure you get good grades and play for the football team…”


    “Soccer. I play soccer, I’m a…”


    “Don’t give a fuck, so don’t interrupt again. Again, I’m sure you’re a star receiver and shit, but you’re not taking Mace Cash anywhere. Not to prom, not to a movie, not to ice cream, not to the fuckin’ library, and sure as hell not to bed.”


    He looks to the ground to avoid my face and it’s now he realizes I’ve seen the condom box at his feet. Once he looks back up to me I watch as his face color changes. He’s white as a ghost.


    Hello, Casper.


    “Tell me you understand what I’m sayin’ here.”


    “I understand.”


    “You’re not going to prom, at all. I don’t want to see your face or any of your buddies near her, you understand that too?”


    He nods.


    “Need words. Say you understand, and you’ll stay back and watch cartoons tonight.”


    “I understand. I’m staying home tonight.”


    Remembering what it was like to be bullied by an adult who takes over any control you have, I start to feel bad. Not bad enough to let this shit near Mace, but bad, because I’ve been where he’s at, and it takes a toll.


    Leaning towards him, I grab his neck from behind and shake him a bit, like a proud big brother would do. “I’m sure you don’t understand this now, but you’re going to meet someone someday, and you’ll want to take care of them, that’s all I’m doin’ alright?”


    “Yes, sir. I understand.”


    He doesn’t, but if he’s lucky to find what I’m talking about later in his life, he will.


    As I turn back to leave him standing there, I see the blonde has watched the whole scene take place. She is looking at me with eyes that tell me she’s imagining herself riding me while I give it to her roughly. I’m not sure of this of course, but I know that look of lust.


    I give her a nod and walk out into the air. I should rethink talking to her about going out sometime. How long has it been since I’ve been laid?


    ~~~~~


    The mall. The fuckin’ mall. How the fuck does shit like this happen to me? The girls I’m watching run around here are only sixteen. Sixteen year old young women who are trying on clothes. This is painful. Blue balls are less painful. A knee to my sac is less painful.


    “Mace, what about this one?”


    “Sadey, I’m not wearing that. Green is gross. Find me something I can wear that I won’t look like Kermit, and I’ll consider it.”


    “C’mon, you’re not even trying! You promised you would try. Mark told me he’s wearing a green tie, you could match.”


    I let out a soft grunt at the mention of pencil dick’s name, but remain seated and quiet in my chair, looking busy on my phone as they peruse the fashion world that is prom attire.


    “What about this one?”


    Mace has had enough of Sadey. She grabs the closest red dress, sums it up, and decides on it.


    That’s my girl.


    “No! You can’t wear that. What is wrong with you? Your hair isn’t the right color for that.”


    Mace whips her whole body around and gets into Sadey’s face. “Would you just stop talking? This is what I want and if Mark doesn’t like it, I don’t care.”


    “Well, at least try it on?” Sadey is trying her best to help Mace through this, but Mace doesn’t like shopping, clothes, shoes, or makeup - whereas Sadey is a girl all the way around.


    Mace huffs, dragging the dress behind her. I wink at her as she walks by me, and she offers me a small smile, knowing Sadey is close at her heels and plans to join her in the dressing room.


    I can hear them shuffling in there, and I glance to my phone to check the time. Lynda asked that I have the girls back by five thirty so she can help get them ready. Mace will have a broken heart soon if that prick knows what’s good for him, but I trust she’ll get over that.


    Sadey opens the dressing room door, her smile is wide and she’s looking at me as if I’m supposed to know what the fuck she’s playin’ at. She’s got me remembering them as five year olds in tutus.


    She swipes her arms to the side of the room, acting as if Mace is the star of her fashion show. “Here she is … the lovely … the beautiful … Mace Cash.”


    Mace timidly walks out of the dressing room, and I was not fuckin’ ready. Nothing could have prepared me for this. She’s beautiful. Her olive skin in contrast to her red dress is enough, but her body in that dress has my dick twitching.


    Holy fuckin’ shit. I’m thinking of oatmeal, grasshoppers, tire axels; whatever I need to stop my insides from feeling this in her presence.


    Mace’s body is that of an adult now. I could see her changing over the past year, but seeing her like this is a lot to take in. Her chest is fuller, her hips have shape, and her legs are toned and already tan from being outside this spring. She’s nothing of the little girl I used to know.


    Where did my sweet little ‘Annoying’ go? Because right now I miss the hell out of her, and I want her back.


    Fuckin’ girls. Son of a bitch. Never-will-happen-for-me. A quick thought passes through my head to get myself snipped to avoid the risk of it all together.


    “Sweetheart, you look nice.” Nice, yes nice. That’s fair, formal, and friendly.


    “Are you sure?” She spins quickly in front of me as I divert my eyes. She’s trying to get my honest opinion. If I were to give her that right now, she would freak the fuck out, and Hem would kill me. Doc would just shred my dick, rightly so.


    “Yeah, I’m sure.” I’m no longer looking at her, because she’s running her hands over the tight waist of the dress and checking her cleavage in the floor length mirror that I’m parked next to.


    Go back in the room Mace. Go back and get your baggie clothes on.


    “Sadey, pick a fuckin’ dress and let’s go.”


    Play date at the mall has concluded. I need a drink, or seven.


    I watch Sadey’s face drop in shock at my tone, but I’m not giving in. I can’t. She grabs the four dresses she had stashed to the side and moves to Mace’s changing room. I see this happen, and just as I’m about to let out the breath I’m holding, Mace turns her back to me and starts walking toward the room as well.


    I thought I had hit a twisting low before, but after she turns around and reveals her perfectly toned, athletic, and very grown up ass and all the flesh along her back, that’s when I’m done.


    “Take my card, sign my name, whatever you gotta do, just do it. I’m going to smoke. Meet me outside.”


    She turns and looks at me as if I’ve told her I’m pregnant. Well fuck, I’m just as confused as she is, but about an entirely different happening.


    “Okay,” is her only response - to my back - as I walk away and out the front of the department store.


    We were supposed to stop for shoes and jewelry, but my favor to Lynda and Hem both has been exhausted. They can clear their busy schedules and do this shit.


    ~~~~~


    Once we get back to Lynda’s, I’m carrying in the bags and the girls rush passed me to Mace’s room to begin preparations. I’m about to head to the fridge for a beer when I hear Warren and Lynda arguing about Hem, again. He doesn’t even live here and Warren still torments Lynda by bad mouthing him.


    Once I hit the kitchen, Warren freezes so he can look me up and down. I put my cut back on in the truck. He detests the club, which is exactly why I put it back on before coming in.


    I grab a beer and give Lynda a side hug. She holds me tight, for a second too long, which tells me she’s upset and doesn’t want me to leave. Apparently, I’m sexually frustrated and pent up, so I wait here with her in case he gives me a reason to release some of this like a grown man would, through angry words and a fist, if needed.


    He doesn’t stick around, just walks by me and pauses long enough to say. “Thanks for taking Mace shopping. Would have been nice of her mother to do it, but police frown on drunk driving, don’t they?”


    “Fuckin’ asshole,” is my only response, as I still hold Lynda to my side.


    He walks away, cursing at me under his breath. I hear him talking to Mace in her room, telling her to have fun and stay safe, also giving her cash in case she needs it.


    How the fuck does a man love his daughter the way he does, but have so much disregard for the mother of said child. No idea.


    Lynda breaks my angry thoughts that are directed at Warren. “Shame, we have a problem. Mark’s dad called, said he wasn’t feeling well, so he won’t be taking Mace to the prom tonight.”


    Feigning a look of complete shock and innocence, I gasp. “Seriously? What the fuck?” I’m not a liar, never have been, even in my shit childhood, so I have to work at this.


    “I was wondering, if it’s not a bother of course, maybe you could take the girls? I know it’s a lot to ask, but Warren is going back to work and moms aren’t welcome at these, but you’re like a brother to her.”


    A brother? Now is that comical after the day I’ve had. The word ‘incest’ in big, bright, bold lettering is causing a sharp pain behind my eyes.


    “Alright.” I’m committed. I thought about taking her after I got rid of shit stain, until I saw her in that dress, anyway.


    Lynda looks so relieved. Glad I could help her, now if I can just find a sack big enough to put Mace in, so I don’t have to look at her until she’s inside the school and away from my eyes.


    Hem’s room hasn’t changed since he moved out. I need a clean shirt, doesn’t have to be much, because I’m wearing my cut and jeans, but it needs to be clean. I shower quickly, talking myself into the fact that I haven’t had sex in nine days and for me that’s a lifetime. After prom though, I’m picking out the next lay and taking my time with her. The shower is cold, and it's helping. I’m good.


    Knowing I’m ready before the girls, I make my way to the kitchen for another beer and find Hem. He looks pissed off and angry. Warren is gone, so I have to assume it’s something else weighing on his mind, and the second he looks my way, I have a bad feeling it’s me.


    “So, Shame, brother, let’s talk.”


    Yep, called it. This outta be good.


    “I ran into Dave Wilson. Do you happen to know who he might be?”


    “Nope. Care to share?”


    “Dave Wilson. He’s friends with Warren. His son, Mark, goes to school with the girls. Does that name ring any bells?”


    Fuck.


    I need time to think about how to explain to Hem why I cancelled Mace’s date, without including the porn and condoms. Hem would go ape shit if he knew that kid was leaning towards making Mace his, in all ways.


    “Name may sound familiar.”


    Hem slams the cabinet door he was rummaging through seconds before and walks to me, stopping just short of my face. Putting his finger on my chest and pressing hard, I allow him to let out his anger.


    “You have to be fuckin’ stupid. You scared the kid until he pissed himself, Shame? Are you shitting me with this? Why? Why the fuck would you get involved with a sixteen year old pimple face like that? Fuck. You’re stirring more shit with Warren and his associates, and it's shit my mother certainly doesn’t need.”


    “Hem, there’s more to it.”


    He takes his finger away from my chest, walking back towards the cabinets while running his hand through his hair. “There’s nothing more to it than you tryin’ to throw down a power play to some teenage boy. Jesus, his father is livid.”


    “Is he going to the dance?”


    “Fuck no. He’s scared shitless.”


    “Then there’s no problem.”


    His eyes bug out of his head, he’s about to blow bits all over Lynda’s red and white kitchen. “What the fuck is your angle? Tell me, ‘cause I’m starting to wonder about your motives with my sister. My sixteen year old sister, Shame!”


    Alright, I’m pissed. Although my feelings for Mace are uncertain and most likely dirty as fuck, no way will I allow Hem to stand here with judgment laced in his tone.


    Now I’m the one walking to him with purpose and pointing at his chest. If he wants to throw down, fine. Let’s throw the fuck down. “His plan was to fuck her. Fuck her, Hem. Is that what you want to know? I heard about the plan; I stopped the plan before it happened. Case closed. I will say though, thanks for thinking so much of me. It doesn’t matter what the fuck I think of Mace ‘cause I did that shit for you as well.”


    He puts his hands up in surrender, so I drop mine to my sides, clenching them into fists.


    “You’re right. I should have asked before I jumped. I let Dave chew my ass for over an hour and accepted blame for no reason, apparently. I shouldn’t have jumped on you.”


    I’m still pissed. I’m pissed at myself for the day I’ve had with Mace, and I’m pissed at that little punk for wanting a piece of her. I’m a fuckin’ hypocrite.


    “Take her, Shame. Make her go and mingle, but watch her. I’ll be at Peril when you’re done. Come on over after, and we’ll have a drink.”


    I nod as I turn around and make my way down the hall to the girls. Time is ticking as fast as my raging pulse. It’s time to go and get this over with.


    Waiting by the door, I can hear Sadey scrambling. Fairly certain I just heard her drop the ‘F’ bomb. Sadey is ready. She thinks she’s not, but she looks beautiful.


    “Sadey, look at you.” I walk to her and lift her chin. She’s stressed over nothing. “You are a God damn sight, aren’t you?”


    She blushes, but doesn’t say anything.


    Mace is still in her closet. I hear her heavy sighs as she shifts through her dress. After my shower, I feel more certain I’m alright about these ‘feelings’ now. Thinking of an adult woman’s mouth, and not a sixteen year olds, around my cock helps too.


    She comes out, and she’s fuckin’ beautiful. Classic unadulterated beauty - all that is Mace. I don’t spend too much time on looking at her for fear my luck using innocent brotherly thoughts will run low.


    “Ready, ladies?” I hold out my elbows to them both, and they giggle. Mace doesn’t look upset at all about Mark cancelling. I’m thankful for this.


    On the way out, we pass Hem, who sits at the kitchen table with a glass of whiskey in hand. His face is set in disgust after his difficult afternoon with a teenage boy’s father. One day I hope he has a girl of his own; he will thank me for what I did for Mace.


    Passing the table, Sadey doesn’t stop to look at Hem. She’s so unsure of herself in that dress she doesn’t want anyone’s eyes on her any longer than necessary, but Hem stops her mid-stride as she attempts to pass him in order to reach the front door.


    “Sugar … you’re… “


    Fuckin’ say it, Hem. Just give her this.


    She turns around to face him, keeping her head down, so she doesn’t have to chance that his reaction doesn’t go in her favor.


    He walks to her anyway though, and lifts her chin, making her look directly at him as he whispers. “Beautiful. Sadey girl, you’re growing up right before my eyes.”


    Immediately a deep blush runs up her neck and her face, giving more away than she would prefer. “Thank you, Hem,” is all she says as she holds her pose.


    Sadey is also classic in her own beauty.


    ~~~~~


    Once I pull the truck up to the school, I see the kids filtering in and let a low growl out. I hate knowing the girls are walking into a mass of teenage boys ready to strike with charm that mask their determination to get into a girl’s pants.


    “Are you coming in?” Mace looks nervous. She sees what I see, and she’s not comfortable with it either, for an entirely different reason.


    “I thought I was waiting in the truck, but if you need me I can go in and check it out.” I changed clothes, ready to be available, if this is what she and Sadey wanted.


    “Can you? I feel stupid without a date.” She reddens at her accidental insinuation that I could be considered her ‘date’.


    Not that this is in any way a good idea, but I want to go in. Let some punk so much as speak to her, I’m not against being more of an ass then I already am.


    I nod, get out, and walk around to get the girls out. Sadey doesn’t wait for us, she sees some of the other kids she knows and rushes to them, leaving a nervous Mace to walk with me.


    “You alright, darlin’?”


    “Yeah, guess so.” She stops and turns into me while looking extremely insecure. “Can we go home? I don’t want to go in.”


    I lean into her, face to face, so she keeps her focus on my words and not the idiots out running around throughout the parking lot. “Mace, you’re going in. You didn’t make me sit in that store for two hours and get dressed up for this just to quit, did you?”


    “No.”


    “Lead the way. If you’re not comfortable after one dance, we’ll go.”


    She gives me a halfhearted. “Alright.” in response.


    ~~~~~


    During the drive home, Mace doesn’t speak to me. Sadey’s dad was picking her up after the dance so he could take some of their friend’s home. The radio is playing, and I can’t think of anything to say, so I let the song play on. The track may not hold meaning, but this night does. She’s a kid; a kid that I’ve loved since the very first day I met her. Her heart is good, her love of others is strong, and mentally I know I’m contemplating taking advantage of that – not now, but I can see the future and she’s in it.


    I shouldn’t have cancelled her date with Menard ... Mason … whatever the fuck his name was.


    Finally, we’re home. I expect her to hop out of the truck, but she stills. She’s looking into her hands, and I’ve got no idea what’s going on in that head of hers. “Goodnight, sweetheart. Remember how much I love your face.”


    Briefly, she closes her eyes and re-opens them. Then she turns her face back to me before putting her hand on the door. She starts to say something, but thinks more of it and stops. Honestly, I don’t want to think about this day again. This whole damn day makes me feel like a perverted bastard.


    Without any further words spoken, she closes the door behind her, and she never looks back. I don’t look away, though. I may not want to think about this day again, but I don’t want to forget how beautiful my girl looked in that dress.


    ~~~~~


    It took me a fuck of a long time, about a year to be exact, to piece together how I felt about Mace at that time. Never admitting anything out loud, I had tried to bury it. She was changing so fast, and I couldn’t stop looking at her differently. I hated myself every damn day for wanting her the way I wanted her. She was carefree, beautiful, and she brought me a calming peace I had never known. I knew Mace loved me. She told me all the time. I never said those words to her, but she knew how I felt regardless.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    


    “He desired her vaguely but without conviction. They walked together. He suddenly realized that she had always been very decent to him. She had accepted him as he was and had spared him a great deal of loneliness. He had been unfair: while his imagination and vanity had given her too much importance, his pride had given her too little. He discovered the cruel paradox by which we always deceive ourselves twice about the people we love -- first to their advantage, then to their disadvantage. Today he understood that she had been genuine with him -- that she had been what she was, and that he owed her a good deal.”


    -Albert Camus


    


    The day after her seventeenth birthday, I remember walking around the damn department store, trying to find her something I thought she’d like. I was late with her gift that year because Hem and I were out with Doc on a ride that week, and had gotten back later than expected. I never liked missing birthdays, and if it could be prevented it was.


    I’ve always given her gifts that I thought would mean something to her. She tells me she keeps all the gifts I’ve ever gotten her in a box under her bed. Her favorite, so far, is the doll I gave her for her eighth birthday.


    I had picked Mace up from the school, where she had spent the evening with friends enjoying the football game. She looked happy to see me; she knew I had a present for her.


    ~~~~~


    “You ready?”


    She gives me a knowing smile. The little brat is eager for her gift. “Yep. Where are we goin'?”


    I can play with her for a while though; it’s my given right, after all the shit she’s put me through the last few years. “Thought I should just take you home. It’s a school night, and it’s already dark, babe. You need to study.”


    “Why do I need to study? ‘Cause Sadey and I are destined to have to pay for your care when you’re too old and feeble to take care of yourself? Are you hoping I can find you a nice expensive nursing home that you can live out your older years in?”


    “Shut your mouth, brat.”


    “Touchy? They say that feelings are the first…”


    I reach over the seat and cover her mouth with my hand. “Shut … up…”


    Letting out a jagged huff aimed to make me feel bad, she continues her whining. “So, you miss my birthday, and now you’re just gonna take me home to study? That’s boring! Mom and dad are out tonight; I don’t want to sit at home alone. You should buy me a beer.”


    What the fuck?


    When I move my eyes to hers, I find her smiling. Lil’ shit is fuckin’ with me good now. “No, Mace Ellen Cash, I’m not buying you beer.”


    “Whatever. Where’s my present? I know you have one for me.” She’s bouncing up and down in my truck seat.


    “Calm down and give me a few minutes.”


    I stop at the gas station for beer; mine not hers – may as well rub some salt in those young wounds. I get her a pop and some candy, and explain that I’m giving her an hour before taking her home to study. She’s not ecstatic about that, but she’s accepting.


    As I’m parking the truck in an empty parking lot, I notice her shivering. It's pitch dark outside, and I can hear her teeth chatter - and by the inside light of the truck I can visibly see that she’s cold.


    “Come out.”


    I’m putting the truck’s bed down, and before I finish she’s already hopping up inside and laying down in it. Thoughts of how grown up she looked in that dress, the night of Prom, are creeping back into my head, and I need to batten that shit down if I have any hope of remaining sane for the next … thirty-nine minutes.


    “Where the fuck is your coat? You sat outside the whole time for the game without anything on? What’s wrong with you?” I throw mine at her, giving her a look to ensure she puts the damn thing on.


    She rolls her eyes at me as she takes the jacket I hand to her. “Sorry, daddy.”


    Fuck. My dick just twitched hearing her call me that. I am a sick, sick man, but now I’m a sick man gripped with a semi hard-on.


    “Wow, it’s so pretty out here.” She’s looking up at the stars, and as I move myself to lay beside her, not touching her, I can faintly see the evening’s chill coming from her mouth as she speaks.


    I light my cigarette, enjoying the first hit as the nicotine hits my bloodstream. “Suppose it is.”


    “I’m prettier though, right?”


    Suddenly, I’m choking on said first hit. “What?”


    She’s beautiful, but I can’t just say that to her without giving my damn demented self away.


    “I’m much prettier than this night, aren’t I?” She moves to lay on her side, her hand propped up, holding her head.


    “Ummm?” is the only response I can muster.


    “Shame! Say it. Say ‘Mace, you’re pretty’, or you’re going to hurt my feelings.”


    “Mace…”


    “I’m hot. Some boys, they even say I’m hot.”


    “Shut up.” I don't want to hear this shit. No punk ass will get close to her as long as I’m around, and hearing her tell me how they reference her makes me want to punch someone.


    “Okay.”


    I didn’t mean to hurt her feelings, but fuck if I don’t want to just tell her how fuckin’ beautiful she is, inside and out. The moonlight is casting a glow on her face, and she looks angelic to me. Her innocence surrounds us, and in a sense, her pure, makes me pure.


    Rolling my eyes, I agree. “Mace, yeah alright? You’re a beautiful, young, teenage girl.” There, that’s safe. Boring, but safe.


    She smiles at me, then, of course, she ruins it. “Shame, how old were you when you had your first kiss, and where was it?”


    “I’m not talking about this with you.”


    She punches my chest as she tries to get me to consider this question. “I want to know.”


    I pop the top off my beer and take a long drink in order to stall my answer. She doesn’t want to have this conversation with me; fuck, I don’t want to have this conversation period.


    “I can’t remember.”


    “Liar.”


    I mildly choke on my beer at her rebuttal. The fuckin’ water tower comes to mind, and all I can visualize now is killing a man with my bare hands for touching Mace the way I touched that cougar.


    “Library.” I hear the weak tone in my voice as I answer, but can’t think of anything else to say that would be a clean enough answer to give my little friend.


    “Have you ever been in a library? I can’t imagine you have. Unless you were behind the old collections gettin’ ‘busy’ with your hottie.”


    Holy fuck; she’s out of character today.


    “Mace, you’re wearing me out with these questions. Can we have a subject change, please? Maybe something that doesn’t revolve around you and boys?”


    “Psh, that’s all it’s about at school. Kissing, making out … the bases.”


    Stop the madness … stop the madness…


    “Sweetheart, how about I just give you your present?”


    Eagerly, my girl sits up, rubbing her hands together while crossing her legs. I hand her the box and watch her inspect the paper, but then tear through it, like she does every year.


    “Oh my … Shame … they are…”


    The clerk at the store said there wasn’t a teenager alive that didn’t love diamond earrings. It was more than I could probably afford, but I didn’t care, because they were for her, and she would love them. They didn’t look like much to me, but she would make them look beautiful.


    She doesn’t look at me for a few seconds as she examines the gift. “They’re perfect, thank you.”


    “Welcome.”


    She leans towards me, offering the box. “Put them on me.”


    I lean away as if she were on fire. “No.”


    Touching her, fuck no.


    “God, you’re such a man.”


    Truer words have never been spoken.


    After she puts them on she turns to me, and I can see her wide smile. I was right; she makes them beautiful. Before I can move, she jumps on top of me and smothers me playfully with small kisses all over my face. I hold her still long enough for her to settle, and once she stops squirming she lays her head on my chest. My arms are around her and God, she feels so perfect, just not perfect for me … yet.


    For the next hour, we lay in the truck's bed, looking at the stars. She talks about her future; going to college, getting married, and having kids. I’m thinking of my future; wondering, if she has all these plans that can’t ever include me, how I can keep her in it.


    ~~~~~


    It wouldn’t be until one year later that I faced my feelings head-on, out loud, to another person. Hem didn’t take the news well, and I knew he was reciting a rehearsed lecture, when he was so angry with me.


    Apparently, he had seen this coming before I did. Thanks for the warning, you asshat.


    Fuck, he was pissed.


    ~~~~~


    “Hem, you ready for the girls to go?”


    Hem and I are moving boxes out of Sadey’s house. Her parents decided to go away for the weekend instead of seeing Sadey off. Sadey told us it was because they didn’t care, but I don’t totally believe this. She’s an only child, and her mother is a nervous wreck about her going away and never coming back. I assume her father caught onto this, and made arrangements for the weekend that didn’t include Mrs. Lyons sniveling her way into changing Sadey’s mind about leaving.


    “No. Too many fuckin’ idiots out there. Sadey is a God damn magnet for idiots. Mace, she’ll be alright I think. She doesn’t take anyone’s shit.”


    “No, that she doesn’t.”


    He adds another box to the pile in my arms, and as I walk it across the street I see Mace is pushing a box into the back of her car with her leg. Jesus, could they get more shit in there?


    “Mace … what the fuck are you doin’? Just wait.”


    She’s stressed. She lets out a heavy breath and mutters. “It won’t close.”


    “Ya think? You need to organize this shit or get rid of it. You don’t need half this stuff, damn it. You have a room at your mom’s. Hell, you’re not moving away forever, are you?”


    She rolls her eyes at me as she ignores my question and starts to unpack the boxes from the car, fixing the dents her foot has caused as she goes along.


    Women.


    Walking back into the house to get more boxes, I hear Sadey and Hem in her room. Standing in the doorway I can see and hear Sadey, but can only hear Hem. She’s upset, and Hem is stuttering as he tries to calm her. He doesn’t like to see Sadey cry, fuck, no one does, it’s a mess, but Hem really can’t handle her emotional tears; it guts him.


    “Sugar, would you just relax? I told you it was fine, and it’s fine. This isn’t the end of the fuckin’ world. You’re not going to be alone, and I’m going to see you in a month. If you don’t come back here for a visit, then Shame and I will come to you. Now, time is moving, and we’re losing daylight. Get your shit together and just stay with Mace tonight. I’ll see you in the morning.”


    “H-H-H-em, I’m scared.” She’s hiccupping; it’s how she cries. Fluids should start flyin’ at Hem soon.


    He holds his arms out for her to walk into them. “C’mere, Sadey.”


    She grabs him, pulling at the back of his shirt, holding on for life. “I’m not leaving. I’ve changed my mind. I can work at the gas station - they need help. I saw a sign in the window yesterday. I’m not going, so stop packing me up.”


    Hem laughs quietly while she holds him around his waist in an effort to calm herself with his touch. “Sadey girl, you are going. Everything is ready, and you leave tomorrow morning.”


    Another hiccup, but this one is followed by a loud sob.


    I walk further into the room and find Hem has his face buried in her hair, with his arms tightly wrapped around her body. I don’t say anything for a few seconds, because I don’t want to startle her or embarrass him. He looks content and calm as he holds her close against his chest.


    A few more sobs and he pulls her away, at the same time spotting me leaning against the door. When he catches my eye, his face changes. He looks pissed that I interrupted his time alone with her.


    “Shame, what are you standing around for? You gonna help, or stand there and stare?”


    Angrily, he walks past Sadey and me, leaving her contemplating in confusion. I’m not touching this one. No idea what the hell else I missed, but I think I’m glad I missed it.


    Finding Hem outside on the porch, I know this time is as good as any. “Hem, I need to talk to you.”


    “Right now? We’re kinda in the middle of something here, aren’t we?”


    “Now.”


    He puts down the bags he had in his hand and stands up. I’m taller than he is by a few inches, so I straighten my back to try to look certain.


    “Well, talk, damn it. We don’t have all damn day.”


    “Hem, I think … I think … fuck, maybe…” I stop my stutter because I catch a glimpse of Mace across the street, still arguing with those boxes, and I have to smile. The words I can make out of her sweet mouth is what makes me start to laugh out loud. She doesn’t curse often. She doesn’t like to anyway, but she’s filling up the air with words I use daily, and I fuckin’ love it.


    Hem follows my line of sight, and his face goes from confused to livid … in a hurry. “No. Fuckin. Way. Stop lookin' at my sister like that. What the hell is wrong with you? She’s a kid!”


    I move my eyes from her to him in defeat, but my tone drips sarcasm. “Yeah, a kid. Alright.”


    “Shame, I swear to everything I have, stop thinking what you’re thinking, or I will put you down. You could go to hell for even entertaining that show in your head right now.”


    I rearrange my feet, trying to distract myself from his stare. He’s right, I know he’s right. Fuck, if he knew how I’ve felt for the last two years, since Prom, he would gut me and have every right to scatter my body parts throughout the state.


    There is a point to be made in my defense though, whether he wants to hear it or not. “You get she’s eighteen now, right? She’s going to college, for fuck sake. I didn’t say I wanted to marry her, Hem. You’re acting like I just asked you for her fuckin’ hand.”


    He rubs his head with his hand before starting in again. “Christ, this is not happening. This is not fuckin’ happening! We aren’t having this conversation. You are the last person I want to see with my sister. I love you like a brother, but you are not what I want for Mace. Sure, she’s eighteen. That’s all well and good, but you are light years away from her, and I’m not talking about age here. You’ve not lived a good life, and she’s not strong enough to handle you, or a past like yours. You have to see that.”


    I nod. I do see this, but it doesn’t stop me from thinking about having her as mine for as long as she wants me.


    I wipe my face with my hands, trying to clear my head. “Maybe I’m just having a hard time because they’re leaving. The girls won’t know anyone. No one will be there if they need us. It’s two hours from here and … fuck I just hate this. It’s ridiculous to be upset. Fuck, I’m sorry, I’m acting like a woman.”


    “Yeah, brother, you are. We’re not having this conversation about my sister again, we good?”


    “Good.” Not good, but he’s right.


    ~~~~~


    If she were my sister, I would’ve had the same response for him. It wasn’t right. Hem was right on point when he reminded me about my past. My past that started with a fucked up childhood, my parents’ deaths, and most of all, my need for crass control.


    I’ll never forget the look in Hem’s eyes as he explained all this to me. Looking back, I think it hurt him just as much as it had hurt me, to know that by me being with Mace, I would only cause her pain.


    You can’t choose who you love though. This was a lesson that life was still teaching me today.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    


    "But, it's not easy. I've been thinking it over for years. While we loved each other, we didn't need words to make ourselves understood. But people don't love forever. A time came when I should have found the words to keep her with me, only I couldn't."


    -Albert Camus


    


    I knew the time was coming, but I couldn’t do anything to stop the clock. It isn’t often I surrender to a feeling of helplessness, but I had succumbed to it without realizing how much this was going to hurt.


    Mace and Sadey were leaving town and headed off to college. Truth is, I wanted to tell her she couldn’t leave. I needed her here. Promises of seeing the girls on the first weekend of every month felt meaningless. Their lives were going to change. Life was going to open up for each of them, and Hem and I were powerless to stop it.


    We had lived to protect them, and by doing so, we kept them close; protected in an iron bubble that no one could break. The ironic thing about it was – the girls were the ones breaking it now, spreading their wings and leaving the nest.


    ~~~~~


    Lynda is nervous about letting her daughter go today. Even though she loves Mace from a distance, it doesn’t mean she wants her to leave. “You girls need to call when you get there so I won’t worry.”


    “Mom, it’s not that far. Would you just relax already? Hem has checked the car, and we’re riding together. We’ll be fine.”


    “Mace, stop. I don’t want to talk about that now. Please, just promise your mother you won’t talk to strangers at any stops, and you two stay together.”


    Lynda and Warren hardly speak anymore. He’s been so caught up at work that he doesn’t really acknowledge his marriage, or his daughter for that matter. She’s a lonely person that no one can reach anymore.


    “Sister, c’mere.” I can hear Hem’s voice cracking. This will suck for him too.


    Hem has Mace held tight to him, and he gives her words of advice on how best to hurt any man that enters her space. Sadey makes her way to me first, before going to Hem, and in her way, she tries to make me uncomfortable with this situation. “Shame, take care of Hem. You guys don’t be sleeping your way through too many women. I would hate to come back and see you with cooties.” She’s so juvenile.


    Hugging her, I squeeze her much tighter than needed and she gasps. “Sadey, we don’t ‘sleep’ with anyone. We fu..”


    She pulls from my chest, using her hands to brace me away from her body. “You’re sick.” She knows I’m fuckin’ with her, but Hem still hates when I do it.


    “Shame, damn it, don’t tell her that shit. Sadey, just do as Mom tells you. If you need anything, you need to call me, and I can come get you and bring you home.”


    I laugh at Hem’s request. The only people who are looking forward to leaving are the girls, and with all the shit they have packed into that coupe, it doesn’t appear that they intend on ever coming back.


    “You’re gonna miss me aren’t you, Hem?” Sadey is fishing in an empty pond as she walks to him slowly, looking him up and down. Hem loves her, there’s no doubt, but only as a sister. She has tried all summer to gain his attention in any way, but he’s not folding.


    I watch him pull her to him, and it’s not until he sighs heavily, and I see his eyes close, that I realize I could possibly be wrong. He’s holding her close with no signs of letting her go. She keeps the embrace short, though, to avoid changing her mind and staying here. One word from Hem is all it would take for her to become a college dropout before the first day of class.


    “Shame?”


    Mace is already on her side of the car getting ready to get in, with her keys in hand. A heartbroken Lynda has turned around to head back into the house, most likely to grab another drink.


    I haven’t moved from the sidewalk. No idea what I’m supposed to say, since I’ve never had to say goodbye to her for more than a damn day since we met. There have been times throughout the years I haven’t seen her for maybe a couple weeks, but this feels absolute.


    I need to play it casual though, not to give away with words what my heart is dying to release out loud.


    Please don’t leave me alone.


    “Yeah, what’s up?”


    Dropping the visual hold she had on me, she looks down in study of her feet. “Nothing, never mind.”


    She won’t ask for this goodbye, so if I want it, I need to get it from her before she drives off to start her new life - without us.


    Walking towards the car, I notice she’s still fidgeting. Her arms are crossed under her chest, and she’s playing with a stray rock on the ground.


    This is reality, and it sucks ass.


    I don’t say anything as I grab her, forcing her into me, and wrapping my arms around her. Thankfully, she moves her arms and wraps them around my waist. A grown man with a large lump in his throat is being completely ridiculous and emotional - that’s how I define myself. I’m being ridiculous. I will see her next month, but I want to see her tomorrow and the next day…


    As I shift my head back to look into her eyes, I smile at her as she lets her tears fall. “Mace, don’t fuckin’ cry. If you cry, Sadey’s gonna start, and fuck it’ll take forever to put her back together.”


    She pulls me to her again and buries her head in my neck and shoulder. She’s straining to reach me, using her tip toes to gain the height she needs.


    “Get going, damn it. Text me when you get there. Go learn something, will ya?”


    Stepping back and resting on the balls of her feet, she looks at me, and with a completely serious tone, propels me into an absolute no comfort zone. “What do you want me to learn?”


    “What?”


    “It’s college, Shame. I can learn a lot. My major is English, but I like Communications. I haven’t looked into any electives for next semester though. Maybe you want me to learn something specific. Maybe how to love and keep a man? Now that you’re not around I suppose I have a shot of finding one I actually can keep. You can’t run them off anymore, being that you’re two hundred miles away.”


    I actually hear myself let out a menacing growl. “Mace.” She’s baiting my ass. She doesn’t know how much I don’t like to think of anyone touching her, even if I can’t keep her for myself.


    “Just asking, I mean you started it. Telling me to ‘learn.’ You gotta be specific, Shame.”


    “Shut up, sweetheart.”


    “Not that you’re in any danger of ‘love’. Calm down. You have no heart. You’re just some old man, living alone, forever and…”


    I grab the back of her neck in an attempt to intimidate her, but she’ll never fear me. “Woman, get in the car.”


    My direct tone never shuts her down; this time is no different. “Sadey and I feel bad leaving you and an aging Hem all alone. It’s always been up to us to keep you guys from acting your real age.”


    I hear Hem laughing at me as he stands with Sadey, telling me within that laugh that I’m falling for her shit again. Mace is smiling, challenging me to respond, but I won’t. Let her have it. If I had my way, we would be alone right now, and she wouldn’t be talking because I’d be on top of her, filling her mouth with my own.


    “Go, Mace.”


    “Well, alright then, if that’s all you got.” She shrugs but starts to move.


    Fuckin’ finally.


    She steps into her car, and already a glass pane stands between us. Soon it will be miles, then classes, then eventually she will find the man she’ll marry and spend forever with. That’s the path she’s on, and that’s where I need her to be, so she’s far away from me, and living the good life she deserves.


    I knock on the window until she looks back at me, and I whisper. “Love your face, babe.” She doesn’t hear the words, but she knows I’ve said them, because she wipes one single tear as she looks at me, then starts the car. In order to distract herself, she yells for Sadey to wrap shit up with Hem so they can get going.


    ~~~~~


    That was the last time I knew Mace Cash as a young adult. From then on out, my life with her was sweet torture. It was a barrage of torment at every meeting. Eventually, I learned to tell myself I didn’t want her, but that didn’t keep every part of me from craving her. I’ve never needed anyone in my entire life, except Hem and maybe Lynda. The way I needed Mace, though, scared the shit out of me. It was powerful, raw, and was the one thing in my life that wasn’t tainted with the poisons of my past.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    


    “Beauty is unbearable, drives us to despair, offering us for a minute the glimpse of an eternity that we should like to stretch out over the whole of time.”


    - Albert Camus


    


    Glancing at my watch … fuck it’s late. I start the truck and head out of the cemetery. I can’t ask for Lynda’s forgiveness for the years I spent lusting after her only daughter. If she were here, she would have kicked my ass, and then probably hugged me and told me she was sorry.


    I make my way through town, still waiting for this weight inside me to stop pressing down on my chest.


    Everything I’ve ever wanted, I’m getting today. Not only have I waited years to have Mace, I’ve waded through a bunch of shit to get her.


    Greyson Fuckin’ Meyer, the only person I ever wanted to kill - other than my father. He was such as bastard.


    ~~~~~


    “Sadey, I can’t wait for you to meet him. He’s perfect.”


    “Perfect? Mace, I’ve never heard you use that word regarding another human being. You say he’s ‘perfect’, does this mean he’s hot?”


    What the fuck am I hearing? I’m standing in the doorway, watching Sadey and Mace as they sit at the kitchen table. I thought they were just catching up after spring break, before they head back to school, but this isn’t what I want to hear.


    “Yep, he’s hot in a ‘let me pull out your chair’ and ‘let me feed you strawberries dipped in chocolate’ kind of way. Hot. Sadey, you’re going to love him.”


    No more, Mace. Stop talking. Son of a bitch.


    I knew she would meet someone, but I never really thought of him touching her, and certainly never wanted to give any thought to him romancing her.


    Hem comes up behind me and slaps my back, exposing my eavesdropping escapade. “Hey, buddy, whaddya doin’ here? You comin’ to dinner, too?”


    The girls look from the table to me, now that Hem has given away my presence. Sadey blushes as she watches Hem walk to her, bending down to kiss the top of her head. Then he turns to Mace, and putting his hands up to his face, he acts like a boxer as she jabs his ribs with a soft punch.


    Mace turns to me, looking a little flustered since I haven’t been able to move my feet from my spot. My mind is still hearing her explain to Sadey how ‘hot’ this new man of hers is.


    “Yeah, maybe I will join you for dinner. Where we going?”


    Now Mace looks downright panicked. “No, Shame, you have things to do.” Yes, she’s nervous.


    This is an opportunity for me to hang out with my people without life getting in the way. I want to spend time with them together - like we used to. “No, sweetheart, I don’t, and come to think of it, I’m a bit hungry. What time?”


    Hem looks to Sadey in confusion. They both sense Mace’s unease and have no idea why she looks scared. Neither do I, so I raise my eyebrows in question.


    “We’re going to Pellegrino at eight to meet Mace’s new ‘man,’ so bring a date. I’m going solo since my date cancelled last minute. So, Sadey girl, that means you get me as your escort tonight.”


    What? No. No. No. Fuck no. My chest tightens. Apparently, I get to meet Mr. Wonderful and judge for myself his level of hotness. Fuckin’ hell.


    Sadey looks miffed. “Hem, how do you know I don’t already have a date?”


    “Well then, I guess if you do you, you don’t anymore, woman. If you happen to have someone lined up and ready to go, then you cancel. You’re going with me. See how easy that was?”


    She blushes at Hem, and I can see the wheels in her head spinning in hopes that this is a date. It’s not, and I feel bad for not sayin’ anything to correct her crazy idea, but my own wheels are spinning as I think about meeting the first grown man that Mace has ever brought home.


    I don’t like this. Not one fuckin’ bit.


    I walk to Mace, who is still sitting at the table, picking at her fingernail to avoid looking at me as I stand near her - my angry presence is enveloping the room.


    Her hair is in a high pony tail; it’s grown since I’ve last seen her. They’ve only been home about a week, but with the schedule at the club and making my way through the women, trying to release frustration of not having who I want, that I haven’t been to see the girls since they’ve been home this trip.


    I pull her hair, resting my free hand on the other side of her, forcing her to look up at me, and when I do, I see her eyes are laced with lust. Without being certain, I would like to assume that look is for me, but then she opens her mouth and speaks, ruining my hopes. “Fine, Shame, you can go tonight, but you better be nice. I’ve never had a real boyfriend, thanks to you and Hem, and I like him. I mean, I really like him, so you have to be … nice.”


    I yank a bit harder, and hear Sadey gasp, and Hem sigh in exasperation. I lean into her ear and get a brief scent of her perfume and shampoo, bringing my cock to attention under my leathers. Her V neck sweater moved as I tilted her head with her hair, and I can see the outline of her deep burgundy bra … son of a fuckin’ bitch, this man needs to go away, hot or not.


    Holding her head to me, I whisper in her ear so only she can hear me. “I can play ‘nice’, Mace. I will play very ‘nice’ if you let me. The last couple years, you haven’t been around much to see just how ‘nice’ I can be, but now that I get to spend time with you and your new guy, you can see how much nicer I’ve become.”


    She closes her eyes and exhales her breath as I let go and walk away. I need a fuckin’ date. No way am I going to that dinner alone, only to watch Mace look at another man the way she should be looking at me.


    Knowing I need someone who’s easy, and I won’t have to work to fuck later, I know exactly who I need to call.


    ~~~~~


    Once Ginger agreed to go with me, I called Hem to make sure he thought it was alright. The last time he saw her, it was my twenty first birthday, and I threw her ass out of Doc’s place when she pissed me off, talking to Mace the way she did. He didn’t give a fuck who I brought; he’s still pissed his date cancelled last minute.


    Whiney ass.


    Ginger and I, though, we’ve met up several times since that night. I didn’t forgive her, fuck, I don’t even like the woman, but she’s a good piece of ass. Even if she’s not exactly available when I call, she makes the time for me, and right now I need her.


    During the drive to the restaurant, I’m restless. Ginger looks hot, thank fuck for that. She’s still bitchy, but her skirt is short, and her lips are ready, so I don’t give a shit about her disposition. I can reign her in. This is all good, considering I need to get laid.


    “Shame, how old are the little girls now, anyway?”


    I feel her tone, she’s about to say something about the night she was a raging bitch to them. “Don’t start, wench, or you can excuse yourself from my ride right now.”


    “No, I’m not tryin’ to come off that way. I’m asking ‘cause I’m curious. I remember them. They were so little. How old are they now?”


    “Twenty. ‘They’ have names. Sadey and Mace. Don’t start any shit tonight if you want to finish the date after dinner.”


    Ginger doesn’t say anything. She knows Mace is a touchy subject, and she’s just pissed me off with her reference of both girls being ‘little’. In a form of apology, she rubs my leathers until my cock is at full attention as I’m driving. Knowing I have to walk in the restaurant in a few minutes I should stop her, but fuck it feels good.


    When I’ve parked the truck, I reach to her, grabbing her hair and bringing her face to mine as her hand stills. “You looking for something, sweetheart?”


    “You know I am, Shame. I remember you and what it was like…”


    Before she finishes, I shut my eyes to block out her face, and move into her mouth with my tongue to silence her. All I see is Mace. Under my hands, I feel Mace’s hair, and the smell of it surrounds me. I want Mace to be here.


    Once I release my hold on Ginger, she starts to unbutton my jeans and leathers. We’re in a busy parking lot. The sun has yet to set, so the evening shade is not able to blanket us completely, but thank fuck, my truck sits high enough no one can see us.


    As she fists my cock, I lay my head back against the headrest and resume my emotionally torturous visions of Mace. Fuck, this feels good. “Suck it, woman.”


    She takes well to instruction, because in just a few seconds, I feel her mouth surround me. My hand goes to her hair, and I gently caress her cheek with my other hand, keeping my eyes shut to avoid losing my visual guide to Mace.


    Mace.


    Luckily, it doesn’t take long until I’m coming down her throat, and after she takes her time licking me clean, she sits up and smiles. She wants to be congratulated. She hasn’t changed. She still thinks she can lead me around by my dick. That’s not going to happen.


    Being that it’s a date, I’m civil enough to open the truck door and help her out of it. Her backless, short, black dress doesn’t leave much to the imagination, and I can feel every man in the room stare at her as we make our way to the table. Not one part of me yearns to beat their eyes away. I don’t fucking care if they look at her. She’s not who I want.


    Mace and her asshat are already here. Once he looks up from her neck, which was what he was apparently feasting on, his eyes lock with mine, and I realize I didn’t like him before I met him, but now I fuckin’ hate him.


    He has beady eyes and perfect hair. He’s dressed in a suit that is so starched, I could most likely bounce a nickel off it. He’s clean shaven, and his hands look like he has a standing weekly manicure appointment. Pretty boy – I’ve never met one that I didn’t question.


    “Shame?” Mace is puzzled; she is attempting to place where she’s seen my date before. I smile at her confusion, but before I have a chance to explain to her where they met, Hem and Sadey come from behind, and Hem breaks the ice while leaving a stunned Mace to drown in its coldest depth.


    “Ginger, good to see you again. How are you? It’s been a long time.”


    Mace struggles to hold her tongue, and I can see she’s stirring in her mind a way to rid the world of all Gingers. This makes me a dick, but it’s fun to watch her light up with jealousy.


    Ginger looks Hem up and down, like the slut she is, and smiles wide at the sight of him. “I’m wonderful, Hem. Thank you. You look … well.”


    Ignoring Ginger’s blatant attempt to flirt with what isn’t hers, Hem pulls out Sadey’s chair, but doesn’t sit. He pulls out Gingers for her as well, and after she takes her seat, he comes to stand by me and whispers. “Brother, you’re looking a little red in the face, what’s up?”


    My response isn’t whispered. I look directly at Mace with my answer. “Just had my dick sucked. Has it been that long you don’t remember the look after being in a woman’s mouth?”


    “Shame!” Mace is horrified. Hem laughs and Sadey puts her head down to hide her embarrassment. Greyson hisses and acts out his disgust at the same time, grabbing Mace’s hand as it sits near her glass at the table.


    I know I said it loud, fuck, I’m so pissed off I could have shouted it, but that was me reigning in my control.


    Greyson finally stands, placing his hand on Mace’s shoulders to calm her. That gesture may calm her, but it pisses me the fuck off. “Shame, is it? Nice to meet you, I’m Greyson.” He holds his hand out to me, and to avoid ending the night with a verbal assault from Mace I take it, but I grip it so tightly I see his eyes flinch. Then once I let go, the fucker wipes it off with his napkin and sits back down next to Mace and puts his arm on the back of her chair.


    Surprisingly, Sadey hasn’t said a word since she got here. She and I lock eyes, and she gives me a wink and nod. What the ever loving fuck is this shit? She smiles at my returned stare. Generally, she plays off as if she’s oblivious to all, but the way she’s looking at me now tells me she can see right through my tough facade, and it’s then I know I’ve been caught.


    Women see too much for their own good.


    Fuck.


    “So, Mace and Sadey, you’ve grown up. I can’t believe it’s been eleven years since I’ve seen you. How’s that dog you had? What was his name again? Whiskers? Max? I can’t remember.”


    “His name was Scotch and he died. Dogs don’t live forever, or didn’t you know that?” Mace smirks to me, as she answers my not so bright date. Her claws are out, which means she’s not unaffected, interestingly enough.


    I move my arm around Ginger to mirror Greyson’s possessive gesture, and Mace scowls at my movement. I’m getting to her as much as she’s getting to me.


    Two can play, sweetheart … and I always win.


    “I’ve already ordered for us, I hope that’s alright. The wine here is absolutely delightful, and the glazed duck is mouthwatering.”


    Delightful. Mouthwatering. Seriously, Greyson? I look to Hem, who is trying to control a laugh, and watch Sadey grab his hand as it rests on the table’s surface as she gives him a warning look. He quiets down, but fuck it’s tough. If I wasn’t concentrating on the fact that Greyson’s touching my girl, I would find it humorous, as well.


    “That’s fine. Duck sounds delicious.” Sure. Right, Ginger. Like you’ve ever had it? Doubtful.


    I hear a cell phone ring, and look around the table to see who’s going to answer it. Greyson, the suit, must be getting a call from the office. I don’t even realize I’ve let out a disgusted grunt under my breath until Ginger puts her hand on my knee under the table, squeezing it to get my attention.


    Greyson gets up to take the call, leaving Mace alone with us momentarily.


    “So, sweetheart, after dinner where are you and the ‘suit’ goin'?”


    She doesn’t answer. She stares at me with hurt in her eyes, then looks to Ginger’s other hand, which is currently stroking my arm seductively. I know Mace is searching for the hand that’s still holding my knee under the table. I like the way Mace wears her jealousy. It’s a good look.


    “I … I…”


    “Knock it off, Shame. Leave her alone. She was nervous enough about this before you showed up with … her.” I’m glad Hem still stands up for his little sister, but I’ve got no interest in hurting her, not in that way at least.


    I rephrase my question, expecting an answer. “Mace? What are you and Greyson doing tonight?”


    “I don’t know. We thought maybe just dinner. Mom and dad are gone, so we’re staying at the house. Dad doesn’t like it left alone in that ‘neighborhood’.”


    “What the fuck?”


    She smiles at me. “Shame, you know I’m twenty, right? I can share a bed…”


    Instantly, I’m pissed off. I stand and start to move away from my friends. She’s right, I know she’s twenty, but I don’t think about her being old enough to have sex with any other person but me. This isn’t so much an ‘age’ issue as much as it’s a ‘mine’ issue.


    Throwing my napkin down, grabbing Ginger by her arm, I turn to leave, but I’m stopped when I see Greyson coming from around the corner. He looks pissed, but once he reaches Mace, his face softens. Fuckin’ pussy, if you got something to be pissed about then be pissed, don’t mask it from my woman … your woman. Fuck!


    “Love, that was the office. I need to go. I’ll take you home and call you later?”


    “Are you sure? We’re going to miss dinner. Do you want to wait and take some with you? You haven’t eaten anything.” I hate the way she’s looking at him as if he holds the key to all her future happiness. I hate that she’s nurturing him. I hate him.


    “I’m good, love. It’s alright.”


    “I’m going to stay with my friends. Call me when you’ve finished, and I can meet you later.”


    “It’s going to be late. The issue is a sensitive one.” He glares at Hem as he says that. What did I miss? “Here’s some money for a taxi. See that you text me when you’re back at the house, so I don’t worry.”


    He bends down to kiss Mace’s cheek, then turns to all of us and nods his goodbye. Sadey is the only one with any interest in watching him walk away, and I just saw Hem shoot her a quick look. He doesn’t like the way Sadey is checking out Greyson from behind. Funny.


    “Well, I’m out of a ride, and I hate public transportation, I get enough of that at school. Hem, can you take me home after dinner?”


    “No, I’m taking you home. Hem has Sadey, and he can take Ginger with him when he goes.”


    All of a sudden I feel like I’m at an animal petting zoo, and I can only hear the shrieking sounds of baby pigs. Ginger is going ape shit, in a crowded restaurant, on a busy night.


    “No, not again! This is not happening again. I accept your dinner invitation; I get dressed, suck your dick and let you come down my throat, get ignored through dinner and now … now you tell me you’re not even going to take me home. No, not again!”


    Hem looks to Ginger and laughs. “Darlin’, you really should stop talkin’ if you don’t want a repeat of the entire evening we had all those years ago. Shame’s about to blow.”


    With that, my bitch of a date gets up and storms off, but not without turning around to flip me off on her way out. Yeah, sweetie, that hurts.


    The waiter interrupts comedy hour by bringing our food and the disgustingly ‘delicious’ wine. Immediately, I order us all what we really drink, including Mace and Sadey’s water.


    We spend the rest of the evening relaxed as we laugh and enjoy each other’s company again. It’s like the two years the girls were gone never happened.


    Sadey continues to complain about the dorm as Mace tells us all about the perverted professor she has for English literature. The same professor that I’m willing to make a justified visit to if I hear that he touches her again - in any manner.


    After I pay the bill, I help Mace up from the table, sliding the chair away for her to stand. She puts her hand on my chest, stopping my motions the moment she touches me. “I had fun, Shame. Thank you for coming. I’m glad you did.”


    I wrap my hand around her small one - holding it tightly against my chest, and use my other to hold her chin in place, capturing her eyes so she knows my words are true, “Me too. I’ve missed you.”


    She smiles as I take her hand from my chest, holding it in mine as I lead her to the front door.


    Sadey has her arm in Hem's as they walk to her car, and Mace continues to follow me. She stops before I open the truck door for her. Looking up, she takes a second to think, and I would give anything to know what’s goin’ on in that head of hers at this moment.


    “Shame…”


    “Yeah, baby?” I move a piece of hair from her face, pulling it behind her ear feeling the slight chill in the air that the spring has brought with it.


    When she doesn’t say anything, I open the door, and she climbs in, never finishing the thought.


    Once we get to her house I know it’s a bad idea, but I’ve been known to have worse. “I’m comin’ in. Is that alright? Nothing’s goin’ on tonight and my date left me.”


    She laughs as she fidgets with her house keys. “Your date left because you got rid of her. She still hates me, doesn’t she?”


    “Fuck her.”


    She laughs again, and my jeans tighten at the sound.


    “Are you with her again?”


    “What?”


    “Don’t play dumb. Are you … with her again?”


    “No, Mace. You know I’m never ‘with’ anyone.” But you.


    She doesn’t respond, just turns to open her door and hops out. I follow her in the house and immediately go to the fridge. I’ve never seen Mace drink. I'm unsure if she ever has had any ‘delicious’ wine, but thinking about that fuck stick giving it to her is enough to piss me off again. I pull out the bottle and open it, pouring her a glass.


    “I’m going to go change.” She says to my back as she leaves the room.


    The silence is deafening as I wait for her return. When she comes back, my dick once again wants to come alive. Mace is wearing nothing more than a spaghetti strap nightshirt and a pair of men’s boxers that only enhance the shape of her athletic build.


    I want those boxers removed, and those legs wrapped around me.


    “You poured me a glass of wine? Are you tryin’ to get me drunk?”


    “No.” Yes.


    She narrows her eyes and tilts her head. “Are you sure you’re not trying to get me even a little tipsy?”


    “Nope.” Yep.


    “You would like me drunk. I’m pretty feisty.” Fuck yes, I would.


    Right now my mind is attempting to think of anything other than Mace underneath me as I taste the residual wine left on her breath.


    “Shame? Hello? Hey, I said - do you want to watch a movie?”


    Fuck, I need to get it together.


    “Yeah, sure.”


    She picks out an action movie, thank fuck. I don’t need to be holding her during a fuck scene.


    We’re laying on the couch. It’s innocent, because it’s nothing we haven’t done before. We’ve watched movies together for years. Granted, they used to be full on Disney movies, always ending in happily ever after, but a movie is a movie. As she got older, her movie choices changed, and she would bury her head in my neck during scary and intense scenes.


    I’m flat on my back, and she’s laying on top of me. I can feel her flinch when something surprises her on the screen. She hasn’t changed at all, but now every single move she makes creates friction and my cock is answering her motions on my body’s behalf.


    I squeeze her, giving her a hug, and in reaction she nestles her head further under my chin. Her smell is enough to make my eyes roll to the back of my head, but the kicker is when she starts to move her hands on either side of my body, pushing her chest into mine.


    I’m hard. She’s got to feel this, but she doesn’t say anything.


    Scrambled eggs, lettuce, milk … wait … no milk, no milk … fuck, her chest is killin’ me.


    “Babe, you gotta get up.”


    She doesn’t move. She just grabs at my chest and tightens her hold on my t-shirt.


    I know she heard me, but she’s ignoring my demand. “Mace, seriously, you have to get up.”


    “No, I’m comfortable. You let me drink too much wine. I never want to move. This feels too nice.”


    Mental note: Wine. Always give Mace wine.


    I push her up at the same time I make my way to sit up. She’s on her knees, staring at me. That look. Fuck. If could capture that, I wouldn’t ever need another bitch to get me off again.


    “Mace…”


    She whispers as her brown eyes stare at my lower lip piercing. “What, Shame?”


    “Fuck.” I stand up, and since she’s still sitting on the couch, I can only look down at her as she moves her neck to follow my upward motion. “I should go.”


    “No. Please. Don’t go. Spend the night. You can sleep on the couch. I hate sleeping here alone when mom and dad are gone.”


    No, don’t beg, Mace. Yes, beg. God, let me hear you beg … for me.


    “Sweetheart, do you realize what I’m feeling right now? I mean, it’s…”


    Spend the night? I want to spend the night, with her, in her bed. No, I can’t. Can I?


    She blushes, her soft olive skin turns crimson under my gaze. She moves her head to look directly at my waist. My reaction to her is staring right at her.


    She answers, still giving notice to my extended zipper. “Yes.”


    “Mace, I can’t…”


    “Please. Stay with me.”


    She licks her bottom lip, her pink tongue drawing something inside me and bringing it to the surface. If I’m not blind, which I don’t believe that I am, I see her eyes fill with lust.


    Running my hands through my hair, I pull it tightly to let out a moment of frustration. “Not a good idea…”


    She doesn’t respond. She just continues to look at me with an expression I’ve never truly seen her wear. I know this guise. I’ve been with many women, and oftentimes have made them work for it. Her eyes are laced with lust, and her lips are still open, revealing that beautiful pink tongue.


    Jesus H. Christ.


    “Mace, what are you doing?”


    “What?” She really has no clue about my ability to read her body. I’ve been able to read her since she was a kid, fuck I miss that … her being a kid.


    “Stop, I can’t. You don’t know what you’re asking…”


    She drops her eyes and looks down to avoid my eyes. “Okay.”


    She looks sad, and I’m being a dick. I remember as a kid she didn’t like to sleep alone. She had to have stuffed animals surrounding her before she felt safe enough to close her eyes. I need to man the fuck up and do this, proving to myself – and her – that I can handle it. She’s Greyson’s, and although I hate that fucker, I have to accept it. He’s good for her; I’m not.


    This is a bad idea, I know it as I think it … but fuck it. “Well, c’mon then. Let’s go to bed.”


    She hops off the couch, smiling ear to ear, and takes my hand as she leads me to her room. Man, I’m going to miss that couch tonight.


    It takes her a few minutes to pull about fifteen decorative pillows off her small bed, as she talks animatedly about the movie we just watched and how she hated the ending because the bad guy got away. I can’t agree or disagree because I didn’t watch the damn thing. Maybe if I had, I wouldn’t have a raging hard-on trying to escape my fuckin’ jeans.


    With my clothes on and above the covers, I lay with her, and as she continues to talk I lose myself in her voice. I can’t touch her. If I touch her, then no fuckin’ way will I stop. My dick is still begging for attention, and mentally I plan to take care of it as soon as Chatty Cathy here falls asleep.


    Once she catches her breath, she leans over into me, grabbing my shirt at the chest and tucking her head under my chin again. “Thanks for staying with me.”


    “No problem, Mace. Go to sleep.”


    “You want me to sleep?”


    “Fuck yeah, woman, I need for you to sleep.” My dick needs you to sleep.


    “I’m not exactly tired anymore. I was comfy on the couch, weren’t you?”


    “No.” No, but yes.


    She lets out a sigh, and I feel a smile underneath it because she knows she’s making me uncomfortable a-fuckin'-gain. “You’re mad.”


    “Mad about what?”


    “Mad about how comfortable you were with me. Admit it.”


    “Mace…”


    Fuckin’ little shit is baiting me.


    Moonlight is shining through her blinds, and I am watching her look at me. She’s staring at my face and neck. She licks that bottom lip again, and my body gets tense. Once she recognizes that I’m fighting for control, she answers. “Fine.”


    She curls the covers around her, moves, and turns her back to me. It takes me about one minute before I turn myself into her, holding her to me, as my mind races with visions of what having her like this for the rest of my life would feel like.


    It feels right.


    Before I fall asleep I lean my face into the back of her neck, savoring this moment. “I love your face, baby. Goodnight.”


    She doesn’t respond because she’s already asleep.


    ~~~~~


    My intentions were good. I didn’t mean to stay with her that night as long as I did. I sure as hell didn’t mean to fall asleep. Fuck, I meant to wake up in the middle of the night and leave her there to continue her sweet dreams and wake up to her happy life with Greyson.


    None of that happened. Instead, I slept well beside her, as if we had done this every night before. It was natural, and it made me feel alive.


    

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    


    “All men have a sweetness in their life. That is what helps them go on. It is towards that they turn when they feel too worn out."


    -Albert Camus


    


    Mace’s twenty second birthday marked the last birthday that would pass without her in my life on a daily basis. Even though my mind wouldn’t allow it, my heart knew that the night I met Greyson had changed Mace and I both. That same night at her house, when I didn’t want to let her go - I had seen two precarious emotions she held for me in her eyes – love and lust. That moment I knew I was done wasting time. Soon she was going to be finished with school and coming back here, to me - for good.


    I just didn’t know it would take me another year to fully commit to making her mine. I had to be sure. During that year, I kept my distance from everyone. Avoiding both Sadey and Mace during the visits home wasn’t easy, but I did it. Oftentimes, I would ask Doc to let me out on a ride just to get me out of town and away from what I wanted.


    She and I never spoke of that night again. It was as if we were capable of burying it to just a small memory that both of us guarded, away from all others. As if no one in our lives had the right to know our feelings were finally being faced, but we weren’t ready to expose them – not even to each other.


    ~~~~~


    “How are you, sweetheart?”


    Mace is home this weekend for her twenty second birthday. Another fuckin’ dinner. I can’t stay away any longer.


    “I’m good. How are you?”


    “I’m around.” Lighting a cigarette, I stand with her, on the porch of her parent’s house, waiting for Hem to get here and pick us up. The thought of sitting through another dinner with her and Greyson agitates me. Now, for extra fun, Warren will be in attendance.


    “Hem says you’ve been busy at the club, and that you’re not around here much. Everything alright?”


    “Yeah, I’m good.”


    I can feel her eyes on me as I look to the street ahead and watch the cars pass us by. It’s quiet between us. We’ve rarely been wrapped in awkward silence, and I hate that we are now.


    “Are you seeing anyone? I mean … someone specifically that you … ummm…”


    Turning my head to look towards her, I smile when our eyes meet. Mace is generally a straight shooter, but right now she’s fearing my answer. Not because she wants me, but because she’s wanting to be sure I’m not alone and desolate – without her.


    “Yeah, I am. Things are good, babe. I’m not alone, if that’s what you’re concerned about.”


    A shadow of disappointment casts over her face. “Okay. I’m happy for you. I want to meet her.”


    “You’ve met.”


    “We have?”


    Her eyebrows come together in thought. She’s trying to put a face to a name I’ve yet to give her. “Yes, Mace. You remember Bloom?”


    Now her eyes widen in shock, or maybe distaste, for my said ‘someone.’ She doesn’t think I’m serious, but I am. Bloom is a club whore, but she’s mostly mine. All the brothers are aware of this and don’t take her if I’m in town. It’s not much of a relationship, but it is what it is.


    “Isn’t she … you know…”


    I see where this is going, and she’s about to piss me off. My tone changes to sarcastic and defiant; challenging her to say what she truly means to say. “’You know’ … what, Mace?”


    “Impartial.”


    “Impartial?”


    “Yeah, like ya know … she isn’t choosey.”


    “Fuck, Mace. You wanna call her a whore, then call her a whore. If it helps you get through it you can call her my whore, but impartial is a chicken shit way of sayin’ it, and you damn well know it.”


    “I didn’t mean…”


    “Sure you did. You meant exactly that.”


    “Never mind, Shame. Forget I said anything.”


    Fuck it, I’m pissed. “Done.”


    We stand in silence as we continue to wait for Hem. Once I hear his truck coming towards us I look again to Mace and find her eyes are locked on me, and they’re swimming with tears. She thinks she’s hurt me with her opinion of Bloom. That’s not what hurt me, though. What hurt was the idea that, because I’m spending time with a specific club whore, she’s looking down on me for it. Not everyone wants fuckin’ flowers and chocolate the way she does.


    “Mace.”


    Hem pulls in the driveway and honks, as if he doesn’t see us standing here, having a moment.


    Rather than look to Hem, I hold Mace’s glare. She doesn’t say anything, but a tear breaks through the lower lid of her eye and she quickly jerks her hand up to catch it. I push her hand away and clean the cheek with my fingers.


    “I’m sorry.”


    “It is what it is, sweetheart. Don’t be sorry. Come on, let’s go to dinner. Your man is going to be pissed if I make you late. Even though I would find it fun to see him unnerved, I don’t want to ruin your day.”


    “Okay.”


    The ride to the restaurant is quiet, except for Sadey of course. Thank hell I’m not riding shotgun tonight. Let Hem deal with her chatty ass. She continues to babble endlessly about how wonderful Greyson is and how he got us these reservations last minute, so he has to know someone high up … blah blah blah. Who fuckin’ cares? It’s a damn restaurant. Mace doesn’t need that fancy shit. She would be just as happy celebrating at McDonalds.


    The place is packed. All the more reason for me to look forward to another lovely dinner with Greyson, now add Warren.


    Thankfully, it’s Lynda that greets me first. I find a small amount of solace in her arms as she holds me close, with her hands at my face. “My boy. You’re a gorgeous man now, aren’t you? I hate that I never see you anymore, hardly at all. You’re just so busy.”


    The woman doesn’t see my insides, if she did she wouldn’t believe her own words. She looks tired and worn out to the point she looks almost weak. I carry guilt for her reference of never seeing me. She’s right; I have been busy. That’s not the only reason, though. Lynda knows me and reads me well. I can’t be around her without her seeing through my want of Mace.


    As for her appearance, I can assume her drinking must be escalating, because now it’s taking a toll on her small form. Her eyes aren’t as bright; grey has settled into her hair, and wrinkles now take up the space where her beautiful creamy skin used to glow.


    I kiss her on the cheek without answering her ridiculous question, and pull out her chair so she sits. Warren pins me with a glare. Fuck him.


    When I look over to Hem, I’m shocked as hell. He has Sadey fuckin’ Lyons sitting in his lap. I’ve not seen her in his lap since she was probably ten years old at Christmas, and she was practicing her visit to Santa by using Hem as her mannequin. Right now, she’s laughing as he’s talking into her ear. Jesus, has he been drinking?


    Mace smiles at the scene. Her face holds warmth, but I can almost see a bit of jealousy in her thoughts. Greyson isn’t the jovial type, and I can’t imagine Mace sitting on his lap, being playful and having fun with him. Thank God for saving me that mental image. If I had to watch that, I really would end up in jail.


    “Mace, love. Sit.” Greyson takes her coat, at the same time giving her instruction. He doesn’t pull out her chair as I would have expected. Instead, he leans into her ear, and although I can’t hear what he’s saying it makes her smile, and I hate it.


    Warren hasn’t said anything, but he’s never been known to be quiet long, and once he finally opens his mouth it’s only venom that comes spilling out. “Patrick. Neil. How’s the ‘gang’ treating you? All good with Peril, I assume?”


    Hem doesn’t miss his remark and neither do I. Asshole knows we belong to a ‘club’ not a ‘gang’.


    “Can you just shut the fuck up and not talk, so we can get through dinner and let Mace enjoy her birthday? Jesus, Warren, just let some shit slide.”


    Warren picks up his glass, takes a drink, and puts it down with a heavy hand - all the while shooting an angry look to Hem and I both.


    Challenge us, fucker. Please, please, do it.


    Through dinner, Mace ignores me. I know she feels me looking at her because I catch her stirring uncomfortably under Greyson’s touch. She’s playing it off as if she doesn’t want to embarrass her family. I know better. She never stirs under my touch, so I know it’s me she’s not comfortable with.


    Sadey and Hem are lost in a private conversation, and thankfully she’s sitting in her own seat now and not in Hem’s lap. That doesn’t deter her from hanging on every word coming from Hem’s mouth; coupled with the fact that she continues to move an imaginary piece of hair that never moves from its place. She just wants to touch him. Blind bastard that he is, he doesn’t even notice her intent.


    Lynda is frowning, and continues to stay lost in the vodka tonic that she’s holding close in her clenched fist. My heart hurts from the sight of her. She was once so beautiful she would take your breath away just walking into a room. Now she looks haggard, tired, and worn. Life is beating her, and I’ve no way to stop it until she, herself, can see what Warren’s hate for Hem has done to the family.


    Warren and Greyson are celebrating an account that Greyson just landed, as Warren gives him a firm pat on the back. I’d like to give them both pats … right square to the jaw.


    This leaves Mace and me to carry on with a silent conversation. Her eyes are searching mine. She’s searching my face as if she’s trying to find herself in it. We’ve not spoken a word since our discussion on the porch about Bloom. In her mind, I’m still pissed at her. Sending her a small smile, I try to calm her nerves. It’s not working.


    Before I can say anything, she stands quickly from the table. “I need a few minutes.”


    I see her eyes are filling with unshed tears, and I feel helpless. The entire table, sans Warren and Greyson, watches her walk away, towards the front door to the restaurant.


    Greyson doesn’t bat an eye. His woman, out of nowhere, stands and walks away, and he does nothing to stop it. If she hadn't bumped his arm on her way out, he might have never noticed she was gone.


    Lynda leans into my side, tugging my shirt, so I bend to her. “Can you go check on her? She’s acting odd, and I’m not so sure I’m the person she wants to talk to, Shame.”


    When I see her looking at me, she smiles as if she has some secret. I don’t know if she really does, or if the vodka has already soaked her bloodstream this evening.


    I don’t answer her; I just move. Mace is standing at the front of the building, near the bay window, looking out into the night. Her body stands motionless, but I know she senses I’m behind her because her breath quickens.


    Softly, I bend to her ear as I stand behind her. I don’t know what’s going on in her head, but whatever it was she needed a minute from has her upset and anxious. “Where are you, Mace? You’re a million miles away. Talk to me.”


    She doesn’t answer. She just looks down and crosses her arms at her ribs.


    “Is it me? Are you pissed at me?”


    She answers. “No” then I hear a small intake of breath as she tries to control her emotions. “I’m twenty two. I don’t know what I’m doing, Shame. I’m almost done with school, and all I have planned for my life is coming back here. What’s here? My mom is sick from drinking all the time; my dad is so angry at her for it. Hem has his life at the club, what do I have?”


    Without hesitating, I give her the God’s honest answer. “Me. Mace, you have me.”


    She turns her head to the side and latches onto my smile. I don’t know what she’s thinking, but I do know she’s been thinking about the future, and from what she just said, she doesn’t include Greyson as any part of it.


    “You? I don’t have you, Shame. No one has you, remember?”


    “If anyone ‘has’ me, Mace. It’s you. You do have me. Stop with the word play, sweetheart.”


    Moving her stare back out into the darkness of the window, I notice her face turns sour. This outta be good.


    “Does Bloom play word games? Maybe that’s why you like her so much. She doesn’t talk much around you, does she? She probably doesn’t need to, though, huh? Not that you would hear anything between her muffled cries while she’s writhing beneath you.”


    Whoa. “Stop. You’re upset, and you’re trying to hurt me, but it won’t work.”


    “No, I’m not. I’m trying to figure out what the fuck I’m supposed to be doing! I’m confused. I think about you … here … and you’re alone, or I thought you were anyway. I thought I was coming back here. I thought if I told you…” I know she was going to say something, but stopped.


    Damn it. Say it, Mace. Admit what you’re starting to feel.


    I can’t tell her I want her. If I do that and I’m wrong about how she feels about me, I’ll lose her. I’ll end up scaring her away. If I tell her I think about our lives together up until now, and how I want to be with her every day, and it isn’t what she wants, she’ll never come back.


    “Do you want to know what I see?”


    She doesn’t look at me with any answer, and she doesn’t breathe. She’s waiting for me to continue without asking me to.


    I move my body to stand in front of her so she can no longer look outside into the darkness; forcing her to focus on me. With the back of my hand, I touch her face lightly, and as a tear drops I catch it with my finger. “I see a girl who’s confused. She’s over thinking things because she’s overwhelmed. You have the right to be, but you can talk to me anytime. I’m not goin’ anywhere, baby.”


    She frowns at me, never losing eye contact. “Maybe that’s the problem, Shame. You’re always here. I’m constantly wondering what you’re doing and who you’re with. That doesn’t sound a bit crazy? Considering….” She stops, she’s so close to saying what I think she’s feeling.


    “Considering … what?”


    “Never mind.”


    She starts to walk away, turning her body from mine. Grabbing her by the arm and spinning her back to me, she crashes into my chest with hers and her mouth opens – just slightly. I feel her breathe, as her chest pushes into mine with every gasp, as my hands dig into her back – not allowing her to pull away.


    “What, Mace? What’s goin’ on? What is it you’re not saying?”


    Here is it, baby. Take it. Right fuckin’ now. Own this and let me make this moment count.


    Ripping her arms from my body, she steps back. On her face, I’m seeing so many emotions. Lust, anger, hate, confusion, - love.


    “I don’t … I don’t know.”


    “You do.” Lowering my voice, I get close to her again, using only a whisper as I attempt to caress my words, inviting her to tell me. “You do know. Mace, you feel something, don’t you?”


    “I told you … I don’t know. I’m so confused about everything.”


    She won’t admit anything. I want this, but I won’t push her if there’s any way at all I can help her come to a conclusion herself. “You’re never confused about us. Make sure, in that head of yours,” gently, I tap her temple with my finger, letting it ease down her face and neck, stopping in the dip of her chest, “that you aren’t confused about that.”


    I watch her body shudder, her breath pick up, and just when I think I’m close she hesitates and pleads. “It’s not that easy.”


    “It is.”


    “Shame…”


    She doesn’t say anymore; she just turns and walks back to the table. I still for a few minutes as I catch my breath. The more I’m around her, the more intense these moments get between us. This is bad. I don’t do intense. I have a lot to say and eventually, sometime soon, I’m going to tell her exactly what is going to happen with us. Then it will be left to her to help me fight for it or walk away.


    In the middle of dinner, Hem gets a call. As he answers it, he stands motionless and his face loses color as his hands start to shake. If I didn’t know him better, I would think he was about to have a stroke. In all the years I’ve known Hem, I’ve never once, not one time, remember him looking the way he does right now. All of us sit silent as he patiently waits for the caller to stop talking.


    “I don’t believe you. Are you sure?”


    We can’t hear the other end of this conversation, but we can assume something big has played out.


    “Be there in ten, don’t do anything, and tell Tank to calm the fuck down.”


    After hanging up the call, Hem looks directly at me and says nothing. He doesn’t need to. Just by referring to Tank in the manner that he did, I know this is all about Doc.


    Fuck.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    


    "To lose one's life is no great matter; when the time comes I'll have the courage to lose mine. But what's intolerable is to see one's life being drained of meaning, to be told there's no reason for existing. A man can't live without some reason for living."


    -Albert Camus


    


    We already knew Peril would never be the same without Doc. His death shook us all. Tank, more than anyone, had a hard time dealing with this loss. A few of the brothers were concerned that Tank would take on the guilt and blame for what happened. We all know what happened though; blame is to be placed solely on Switch, the ‘Angel’s in Hell’ Club President.


    The rivalry between these two clubs has gone as far back as anyone of us left can remember. Doc was this club's president for over twenty-three years. It was his life and home, and he protected it until the day he died.


    The funeral was small, but tasteful. When Lynda showed up with Mace and Sadey, both Hem and I silently questioned it, but let it go. Lynda and Doc were close, but no one would know how close until the following year, right before Lynda passed away, after losing her battle with cancer.


    Hem and I were having a beer at Peril after we bid our goodbye to Doc at the cemetery. Hem was distraught and confused about what was next. I wasn’t. I knew what this club needed; I just had to make him believe it. He’s so God damn stubborn though; it took a while to sink in that he was what we all needed.


    ~~~~~


    “He’s gone. He’s fuckin’ gone, Shame. What the fuck are we doing here? Seriously, brother, how does this shit get so fucked up? He was a good man. Someone takes a shot at him, for what? It’s senseless!”


    Hem’s fucked up. Tank left us, citing this club wasn’t as important to him as Doc was, so he packed up both him and his old lady, dropped his cut on the way out the door, and he left. That easy. He was a man of few words, but by doing what he did, he sure as fuck said a thousand of them without uttering a syllable. He was just done.


    “No way to know, Hem. I know you loved him like a father; I’m sorry. I loved him too. We all did.”


    “Like a father. Yes, he was my father in every sense of the word. He saved me from being a long-lasting, lifelong fuck up, is what he did. Who the fuck knows where I would be standing now if it weren’t for him.”


    “Honor him then.”


    Hem looks at me like I’ve grown three heads, but he knows exactly what I’m saying here.


    “I can’t. I don’t know enough, Shame. There are far more experienced brothers here than me. Someone needs to take his shit and run it as he would.”


    “No better person than someone who knew him as you did, loved him as much as you did, and would take care in honoring his memory. Hem, you can. He’s raised you to be just like him. Surely you see that.”


    “I can’t.”


    “Hem, you don’t have a choice. You’re all this club has. Fuck, no one here is ready. Do it for Doc, yourself, and all of us.”


    ~~~~~


    That’s how the ‘Poet’ became President of Peril. A lot of growing pains happened during those first couple of years. Between the girls graduating college and coming home, Peril under reconstruction after Doc’s passing, Lynda being diagnosed and dying of cancer, and Warren’s continued hate for Hem, we didn’t think we could possibly make it through it all, but we sure as fuck did.


    Glancing at the clock, I see it’s five forty seven. No one has called, texted, or tried to find me. Either my girl thinks I’ve left her, or she’s trusting me enough to find my way to her.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    


    “I explained to him, however, that my nature was such that my physical needs often got in the way of my feelings.”


    - Albert Camus


    


    Mace had been with Greyson, the asshole, for nearly two years, and it was starting to break me in such a way that I had to either find a way to let her go, or go after her and get what I wanted. This was not a tough decision. She had always been mine – heart and soul. Being the ass that I am, though, I was going to take her sooner than later.


    I knew that night was different. Mace never frequented club parties, citing that she didn’t appreciate how the brothers behaved. When she showed up that night, I knew there were reasons behind it. I had told her briefly before that eventually she would be mine. At first, she resented me for telling her this, in the manner in which I did. However, through these years together I had watched her vision of me change. She was looking at me as a man.


    Well, I, for one, was done fuckin’ around.


    I heard the shouting from the main room doorway as soon as I took my last step from upstairs. Mace’s angry voice has always had an effect on me, and being the bastard ass that I am, it generally turned me on.


    When I rounded the corner and walked further into the room, I saw Ace’s back and heard Mace in front of him screeching and using profanity. Again, a fuckin’ turn on. Again, I’m a bastard – don’t care.


    ~~~~~


    “Stay away from Sadey, you little son of a bitch. I’m not kidding. She doesn’t need you lurking around in circles like a hungry shark.”


    Ace’s answer is what gets me from being turned on to crazy fuckin’ pissed. “Well, I’m not a shark, but I’m willing to test out her tu...”


    Once I make my way to them in quick strides, I unforgivingly, grab Ace by his shirt cuff and pull the mother fucker tight. Hell no. No one talks about my girls like that. Ever.


    “Don’t you dare finish that fuckin’ sentence if it’s relating to who I think it may be relating to. Now, apologize to Mace before I break your fuckin’ nose and make you lick up your blood from my boots, you little punk.”


    This fucker is a prospect. His position mirrors nothing more than peasant in this club. He’s not been patched in because he shows no self-control in the way of his mouth, and continues to act like a teenager starved for attention. I don’t like him, but he’s good with his hands and does what Hem tells him to do … usually.


    As I continue to squeeze his cuff, his face starts turning red, and if he doesn’t apologize soon he’s going to pass out. I wouldn’t mind seeing that. It would keep him quiet, for a bit at least.


    “Sorry, Mace. I was just playing and didn’t mean anything by it.”


    Once he gives that weak apology, I decide that spending some moments alone with Mace is worth more than cleaning his blood off my boot, so I drop him and let him go. This feels like letting a fish off the hook, throwing it back, and watching it swim out to the ocean again. Who’s the tuna now?


    As I turn my head to be sure Ace makes the right decision, and doesn’t do anything to further sour my mood, I’m hit directly in the chest. The scent of flowers hits me first, and when I turn back, I see Mace standing in front of me, looking up with those brown eyes, and she looks nervous.


    “Running from something, Mace?”


    “No, Shame. I’ve got Sadey in the car, and since Hem has decided she needs a reality check tonight, she’s in pieces, waiting for me to take her home. This is the one party she comes to, and Hem has to be ‘asshole Hem’ and screw it up for her. I will find him later, so if you want to give him a warning, feel free.”


    Wonderful. Sadey is in tears because of Hem. This isn’t new. Since Sadey discovered her love for Hem runs deeper than friendship and admiration, she’s been acting like a love sick fool.


    I can’t say anything to Mace right now. I know if I talk, I’m going to laugh, and she’s already pissed off, which is why I find this funny, and that would just add to her anger. Her face is red, and she’s shaking, but I don’t think Sadey is the reason for this. Mace is turned on.


    "Now, let's add on to that the fact that Ace has his sights set on my girl, and I don’t like it. He’s a creep and another male whore around here; he’s probably as infested with STDs as Cherry.”


    She’s not only turned on … she’s jealous. I’ve had relations with both Cherry and Bloom, and it’s never been a secret. I enjoy fucking, and they are easy and fun to be with. Apparently, though, Mace doesn’t appreciate it.


    Once Mace puts her hands on me, I soften. Just her hands to my body create a veil of peace within me and settles my soul.


    “Baby, she doesn’t belong here. Hem has been telling you and her both this same shit for years. She’s not built to withstand our lifestyle choices, and I’m sorry for her, but it is what it is. Now, Cherry, on the other hand…”


    In the midst of my teasing, she gets pissed. She’s not realizing her show of jealousy, and since this is hot as fuck to watch, I let her continue.


    “Oh, and by lifestyle choices you mean landing your cock in any willing woman that enters the room. Or unwilling, I should clarify that. It’s disgusting, Shame. It is revolting. What’s worse is, the women you are landing in are even more disgusting than you are for doing it. For hell's sake, have some pride or dignity in yourself and the club.”


    She pushes my core again, trying to get away.


    “Let me pass.”


    “No, babe.”


    “No?”


    “You heard me, Princess.”


    “First, don’t call me that. That’s an unwanted and unfunny joke. Hem was drunk and seriously just making shit up to hurt Greyson and piss me the hell off. Second, please move. I need to get Sadey home and cleaned up. Then, tomorrow I’m going to deal with Hem and his motives to hurt my best friend. Third, I wouldn’t want to keep you from Cherry. Poor girl is probably in your room, tied to your bed right now.”


    No. She’s not tied up in my bed. Although, there’s no guarantee she won’t be after this discussion because I’m stiff as hell under these leathers, and the picture of Mace being tied to my bed is so attractive I’m going to need to fuck … soon.


    “Last, Greyson will be worried when I don’t call him soon. He doesn’t deserve to wait or worry because the animals at the zoo are all acting out.”


    That fucking name. Greyson. I hate him. I hate knowing she’s with him. I hate him touching her. Sure as fuck hate the way his name sounds coming from her mouth. Jesus, I want the suit gone.


    I’m pissed. I grab her arms and pull her into me tightly, not letting her get away. I hear words from her mouth, and if I’m not mistaken, I could swear she just told me she can smell me.


    “You can smell me, Mace? What in the hell are you babbling about, woman?” This outta be good.


    “Yes, you smell like a woman you must have just devoured, cherries maybe?”


    Right. I could laugh out loud.


    “Liar. Explain better Princess, and this time with a little less bullshit. Can’t imagine you calling another woman’s smell, how did you say that? Oh yes. “Delicious.” Keep going.”


    “You smell like the Clubhouse, Shame. Cigarettes and beer. It reminds me of Hem when I was a kid, and he would visit. Good memories always smell delicious.”


    Fuck, she makes things so God damn crazy sometimes. She needs to know I’m in charge. I’m always in charge, so she doesn’t stand a chance. She can’t hide from me. She never could.


    “Liar. You never were good at storytelling, sweetheart. I will just accept the compliment and not make you uncomfortable anymore, although you, trembling in my arms, does something for me. I do have some things I want to say to you regarding your little tirade and counting episode though.”


    “Well, alright, big guy, shoot.”


    Nice touch, you brat.


    “Okay. First, I can call you what I want. I’ve been calling you what I want since you were just a kid. It’s my right, as your brother’s best friend and your lifelong friend, buddy, or whatever. Second, yes, please take Sadey home. She looks rough; women crying don’t have any reason to be here sniveling, especially during a biker party. I’m sure after a few Oreos, or whatever food remedy you chicks select for heartbreak, you'll throw in some name calling regarding the intended target, and she will survive.”


    I lean in close, for my benefit, not hers, and I feel the heat fleeing from her body. Her scent is creating chaos on my raging erection, which now stands at full attention.


    “Third, and you listen in close to this one, Princess, because I don’t want you to miss any of it.”


    Finally, a reaction from her. Her body moves into mine, and almost on her tip toes, she’s leaning up to me, looking directly into my eyes. Fuck, I want her.


    “A man has needs, Mace. We are made to fuck and fuck hard. That being said, if I want to fuck Cherry until the woman can’t walk, I will. If I want to make Cherry my old lady and grab a piece of that daily, I will. Until you decide you want to take your turn on my cock, shut your mouth in regards to who I expel my needs into. You getting this entirely babe? Or you want me to continue explaining something that you already know is bound to happen? You and I are going to happen; that’s all I’m sayin’. You say the word, I will make your body feel things that your pretty boy at home has never even come close to making you feel.”


    I don’t care if I’ve laid it out bluntly. This is me. She knows how I am, and although she may not admit it, or know it yet, she likes me this way. But now, it’s time to give her something to think about.


    “Greyson doesn’t know what to do with you, but I do. I know exactly how I would do it, Mace. Given the chance, I would make you burn for me, baby.”


    I’ve never said anything this crass to my girl before. All these years, I’ve done whatever I could to withhold my true feelings about having her the way I want to have her, but my patience is wearing thin. Her tongue darts out in an effort to wet lips that have gone dry from remaining speechless and breathing heavily. I want that tongue against mine. I want to taste her.


    I have her attention; I need to finish this.


    “He’s a stuffed shirt, woman. Jesus, do you really see forever with that? Nine to five, shirt ironing, barefoot and pregnant, minivan driving; married to a golf tee wearing, self-professed genius? I love you Sweetheart, but I hate that life for you. You deserve…”


    Fuck, I’m running out of words. What does she deserve? She deserves someone that loves her and will protect her. She should be with someone that makes her laugh and knows her heart.


    “Finish it. Finish what you have to say. I want to hear you tell me what I deserve, because I thought that was my decision. You have never thought to say anything like that to me until right now, this day. Where is this coming from? Is this a bet with one of the brothers?”


    “Mace, I … damn it woman ... shit.” I pause. I can feel the scales of right and wrong teetering. “Jesus, okay. Fuck it.”


    In a moment of absolute disregard, I grab her face and neck and open her mouth with my tongue. She doesn’t fight this. Fuck, she doesn’t even flinch. Her tongue is warm and wet, and fuck if my cock doesn’t ache in my jeans, thinking about how her mouth would feel wrapped around it.


    She’s not stopping me. She’s not pushing me away. She’s as into this as I am. She starts to slow and without second guessing, she bites my bottom lip before going back for more.


    What the fuck have I done? We’re standing outside the club, with others watching, and I can’t control my own actions. Mace isn’t a whore, and I’m creating that look on her now. I’m a fuckin’ bastard. Had we been anywhere else but here, I would keep going, but no other brother or spectator gets to see her so aroused. That’s for me. She’s mine.


    “God damn it, Mace. I have to stop. You should be making me stop. Fuck.”


    This is Mace. She deserves more than the man handling I just gave her. God damn it.


    “Say something.”


    “Greyson, oh God Shame, Greyson. I have to call him; he will be worried if he hasn’t heard from me by now.”


    Say anything … but that. Hell no. “The fuck?”


    “I’m sorry, I don’t ... I just...”


    “Go away, Mace. Just take Sadey home and go running to call Greyson. I’m going inside, maybe Hem is through with Kegs and I can have a turn. Sometimes a little pussy variety is what is needed to forget that people aren’t always what you want or expect them to be.”


    Fuck. I just went from being rock hard and ready to take what is mine, to feeling completely alone in her presence. I’ve never felt that way while sharing space with her.


    I hate this.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    


    “She was breathing deeply, she forgot the cold, the weight of beings, the insane or static life, the long anguish of living or dying. After so many years running from fear, fleeing crazily, uselessly, she was finally coming to a halt. At the same time she seemed to be recovering her roots, and the sap rose anew in her body, which was no longer trembling.”


    -Albert Camus


    


    “Honor, where’s Hem?”


    “Waiting on your ass to get here. He’s told Mace you’re already here, brother. She was about to have a fuckin’ melt down, so he told her you were waiting in the Groom's room until the ceremony. Shame, I mean no disrespect here, and I think you know that, but where the fuck are you at? Guests are arriving. Guests, Shame!”


    “I’m at Peril, just goin’ up to grab some shit from my room, run through the shower, and then I’m on my way there. Be there in no more than thirty. Tell Hem I called, and tell him I’m all good.”


    “Oh, that fuckin’ easy. You’re just ‘all good.’ You’ve got everyone in this church about ready to shit bricks, man, but you’re just ‘all good’. How nice it would be, to be you right now. Do you not remember what Hem is like when he’s about to lose his shit?”


    “Motherfucker, you’re acting like a girl. Fuckin’ do what I tell you, and I will see you in thirty.”


    I hang up on him and smile to myself, knowing that when he and Kegs finally get married, once he convinces her of it, he will ride himself down memory lane, just as I did today.


    He’s such a bitch ass.


    As I walk into the room, I’m halted immediately by my surroundings. The room isn’t the same; it’s almost unrecognizable. I see the familiarity of its spirit. This is where Mace finally became mine. I had her heart for years, but this is where I took her heart, body, and soul - and never gave them back.


    ~~~~~


    “Be with me.”


    My heart just seized in my chest. Those words have stopped my movement completely. Emotions are racing to the surface at a pace that I can’t consider. She said it. My girl wants me; she wants us.


    Jesus Christ, I can’t fucking move.


    Mace is standing in front of me, and although she seems a bit nervous she’s not backing away. Those words were deliberate and definite.


    Mine.


    I’m not going to waste time. Walking to her, I grab her by the back of her neck. I feel her body shaking under my hold, and I know we’re about to cross an unimaginable boundary – one I know that I can’t come back from.


    Pulling her into my body so that I feel every inch of her, I take her mouth. Her body melts into mine without hesitation. My hands are trembling, and I don’t think I can get close enough to her. I’ve waited all my life to feel this … link to someone … to her.


    For the first time, it isn’t about sex, or friendship, or feeling less alone in this world. This is about a deep connection to someone’s soul. She’s merely touching me on the outside, but she’s moving me within. It’s gripping, terrifying, and my cards are on the table … all in.


    My hands are trembling, and my heart is racing. This isn’t a one night stand or a club whore. This is Mace. My Mace.


    She feels and tastes like so much more than I remember from that day just weeks ago; that memory feels so small in comparison. Jesus, her mouth is sweet, and her skin is soft. Pulling away from her, I reach for the bottom of her shirt and yank it over her head. I’m waiting for her to stop this, to change her mind, but she doesn’t. She’s letting me touch her, explore her, and God damn it, tonight she’s letting me have her.


    “Tell me yes, Mace. I need to hear you say it. Tell me you want this and I will give you what you want; what we want. You have to tell me, though, or I’m walking away because this changes us. It changes everything.”


    My voice is weak, and I admit to myself the fear I have that she will refuse me. I need her. My body craves her, and after this my heart can’t continue to watch her front a distance.


    Mace is mine. In one way or another, Mace Cash has always been mine.


    Without any hesitation in her voice, I hear her plea. “Make me yours, Shame. Really, make me yours. Don’t hold back, don’t second guess it - just be with me now. Please. I’m here with you because I want to be here. Don’t go gentle because you’re afraid to break me. Just take me with you and let me get lost in this.”


    Oh fuckin’ Christ, those words hold more meaning to me than Mace could ever know. Forever … she’s my forever.


    “Fuck, I want to be inside you, Mace. Say it again, tell me you want me. I want to hear it from you again and again. Tell me what you want me to do to you, baby.”


    I’m not moving until I hear the words I’m asking of her. If there’s a chance for her to change her mind before we start this, I need to give her this out. My heart can’t risk having her make a quick minded mistake. Once it’s done, it’s done, and she won’t ever have a chance to walk away from me again. No way would I let her.


    “Shame, have me. I want you, this, us. For whatever it is, I want this now. No regrets. Touch me. Make me feel loved, safe, and protected. I need you to do that.”


    Done. I don’t need further convincing. I see all of her. I know this face, these hands, and these eyes. Once my sweet little friend, then my beautiful girl, and now … mine. Gods’ perfect creation, meant only for me.


    Picking her up in my arms, I move her, signaling to wrap herself around my body. She’s looking into me, searching for answers that I finally have. This is us; it’s who we are – together after all these years.


    “God, baby, I love your face.”


    She looks away. I’m unsure if this is where she tells me this is a mistake, or if she’s as emotionally caught up in this as I am. “No, Mace, look at me. Eyes on me and do not look away. I want to watch you, to see your face, beautiful girl, as I feel you from the inside for the first time. You are so beautiful. You overwhelm me.”


    It’s true. Her body and mind together take me somewhere beyond this place – she’s freeing me by giving me her trust.


    Setting her down and pushing her against the door to my room, I give the lock a quick click to ensure we’re not disturbed.


    To avoid getting lost in her touch and losing an opportunity to take this as mine, I move her hands above her head. She can’t touch me anymore until I’m emotionally ready for the feel of her hands exploring my skin.


    I growl softly, letting her know without words to stay in place. One hand holds her wrist while the other unclasps her bra from the front.


    Fuckin’ perfect.


    Not thinking, I release her hands and thank hell she doesn’t touch me, but she’s watching, and at this point I’m unsure which is worse. The feel of her hands exploring me the way I’m discovering her, or the feel of her eyes on me as I take off her clothes.


    Fuckin’ hell, she’s already wet for me. She’s aroused – waiting for me.


    “Jesus Christ, I can even smell you, woman. You’re all ready for me, aren’t you, baby?”


    Mace doesn’t use her words when she’s scared, upset, or nervous, and she’s not using them now, which scares me.


    “Answer me. Words, Mace, let me hear that beautiful voice.”


    Damn it, I’m being an overbearing ass. I’ve stunned her, and she blinks at my orders but answers. “Y-Yes, I’m ready.”


    She finally moves and touches me. I allow this. I’m gathered enough and I’m not scared she’s going to call this off … until she sees what I got done a few years ago. I had forgotten all about it.


    It was never appropriate to discuss my cock’s décor in front of Mace in the past, so she’s been clueless … until now.


    I hear her gasp in surprise, and she can’t bring herself to look away. The piercing underneath the head of my dick scares her. Trying to suppress a laugh, I give her a few seconds to either let it sink in or let her think she can hightail it out of here. I would catch her of course, but I want to give her an option, even as I’m making the decision for her ... she’s not leaving.


    Wrapping my arms around her to soothe away some of her stress I tell her. “Baby, it won’t hurt. It’ll just enhance your pleasure.”


    I know this look in Mace’s eyes. She’s doubting her decision based on a piece of metal that will serve her best while I’m thrusting deep inside her. I don’t give her any more time to over think this.


    Giving her a slight push onto the bed, indicating I want her to lay down, she complies and follows my lead. I’m on top of her now, feeling her entire body underneath me for the first time.


    “Are you on the pill, sweetheart?”


    I hear a small gasp escape her - I’m taking her without barrier whether she is or she isn’t; however, I want to know if she gets to feel me let go inside her, or I am facing a controlled release. This makes me a pig, which doesn’t hurt my feelings.


    “Yes, Shame. He insisted no kids, Greys…”


    Oh … fuck … no…


    “No, he is not here. He does not exist between us anymore. Do you understand? You’re mine, and I’m making you mine right fucking now. This night changes it all, Mace. Do you understand what I’m saying to you? No more Greyson, no more dates, no more any … other … man … for … you. You’re mine after this.”


    For a brief moment, I feel her slightly shutter in fear, but before giving her a chance to over think as only Mace does, I thrust myself into her.


    Fuck … she feels like silk. I knew she would. She’s perfect, pure, and beautiful both inside and out. Finally mine.


    “Mace … God, Mace. You’re here. You’re with me. You want me. I’ve waited. So fuckin’ long I’ve waited for you. You’re beautiful, give me all of you, baby.”


    She’s not responding to my words. Although I feel set free in this moment, loving her the way I am, I want to know she’s where I am. I’m in this moment, and right now it’s like I can feel, live, and breathe only for her.


    “Look at me, beautiful. Feel me taking you, holding you and filling you? Can you feel this, Mace? Sweetheart, I’m so sorry I have wasted so much time. I waited for you to see me, really see me, my beautiful Mace. I thought if you came to me one day, then I would know this was supposed to happen. I’m not a patient man, but I would have waited forever for this. Jesus, you feel so good. Thank you, thank you for trusting me enough to give me this.”


    Still … I’ve not gotten any response from her, and I can feel myself becoming more aggressive. This is how I fuck. I’m forward and direct in all aspects of my life when I want something. She knows this.


    “Fuck baby, you’re killing me. I’m going to fuck you now; you want that? I want to hear you say it. I’m going to fuck you hard and fast now, Mace.”


    I’m starting to lose my control, so I grasp her hips in my hands, using this as a distraction. “You are so tight, Jesus. Let me give you a taste of what you are doing to me. Tell me you’re mine, and then tell me you’re ready for this.”


    Instantly, she answers. I could’ve been wrong in my slow motions. Mace hasn’t been with a lot of men; it’s not in her to just give up her body to anyone. I’m unsure how many lovers she’s had in the past, but knowing that going forward she just has me, I want to give her a glimpse of the Shame she’s always known.


    “I want that. I’m yours. Always yours.”


    Fuck yes.


    She’s close. Her insides are gripping me, and if I don’t stop my motions, I’m going to leave her unsatisfied. That will not happen. I move my hand between us, finding she’s wet, but not enough to warrant my continued pace. Moving my fingers up and down her clit patiently, I hear her soft moans in my ear, just barely.


    “Harder, Shame, give me more.”


    Fuck – she’s perfect for me, in all ways.


    “Jesus Christ, woman.” I want more. “Not done yet, baby, I need more. Give me another.”


    My words alone are becoming her undoing, so I’m taking all of her. Moving both hands to her ass, I tilt her hips, knowing where I mean to aim. One hit and Mace is exploding on me, and she screams in my ear as I take her to climax.


    Before she finishes, I feel a sharp pain on my shoulder, just below the neck. Mace is marking me, but she doesn’t have to. She may feel the need to physically stain me as hers, and she can have it, but my heart beats for her.


    Rubbing her temple with my thumb and holding her face beside mine as we come down from our first high together, I’m so consumed with emotion that if I don’t talk us down through this, I may end up asking her to run away with me. Or knowing myself the way I do, I would take her away whether she chose that for herself or not.


    “Mace. Mace … God, Mace. Mine.”


    ~~~~~


    She was mine after that. The good, the bad, and the ugly. There was a lot of ugly coming our way. Some of that could have been avoided, but we learned from our mistakes. I never doubted Mace’s love for me before I took her, and I should’ve never doubted it after … but I did … and I was punished for it accordingly.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    


    “I looked up at the mass of signs and stars in the night sky and laid myself open for the first time to the benign indifference of the world.”


    -Albert Camus


    


    Our first few months together weren’t quite as easy as I had imagined. Not only were we new to each other in that aspect, but we were already embedded in one another because of our past. This was a complication I hadn’t seen coming, and it fucked with my head. I knew I loved her, and I had wanted her for so long that by the time I finally got her, I was a tight string ready to snap at any other man that would ever try to touch her. The thought of losing what I just got was adding pressure to my already possessive and overprotective nature.


    Ace had pulled some shit with Hem in regards to Sadey. That man always stirred shit within the club, so it wasn’t s a surprise when Hem ordered for him to get the ass beating he deserved, maybe not to the extreme Hem took it – but still deserved. We weren’t banking on the fact that, not only would Sadey take up for him and need her own lesson of club life, but Mace would show up where she didn’t belong and cause more trouble. Women aren’t official members of this club for a reason. Sadey and Mace’s emotional displays are useless and only add drama where it doesn’t need to be.


    I was making my way back to the clubhouse when I was stopped by another brother’s woman. That’s when the bottom started to drop from under my feet, and I had nothing to hang on to.


    ~~~~~


    “Shame?”


    After hearing my name, I turn around and see a couple of shadows sitting on a bike in front of the clubhouse. I’m unsure who the bitch is, but I know the brother. He’s relatively new, and I haven’t had a lot of time to talk to him since my recent focus has only been on Mace.


    I’m pissed as fuck at her for showing up down at the sheds tonight. She has no reason putting her God damn nose in club business. Her being the President’s sister has nothing to do with it. Let men handle this shit. Women only add emotion and angst that we don’t need. Mace never listens.


    “Yeah?”


    “Where you goin? You goin’ in to get your girl?” The sarcasm is enough to make me want to cut a bitch.


    “Well? You got something to say, wench, it’s best you just say it.”


    “Oh no, it’s nothing. Sorry. She’s in there. Your girl is at the bar … with Gunner.”


    “What the fuck? Thanks for wasting my time.”


    “No, honey, I mean she’s with Gunner. Just saw her, and she had her lips on him. They looked pretty cozy. Thought you may want to know. Fair warning and all.”


    This has to be a mistake. No fuckin’ way would Mace do that, and sure as fuck, not with Gunner. He knows I would fuckin’ kill his prospect ass, and he’s already scared shitless anytime I’m the in same room.


    Walking towards the bar, I do see Mace - and standing next to her, close enough he could fuckin’ smell her, is Gunner. My heart is racing, and my hands are starting to shake. Darkness surrounds my vision. This can’t be happening. She wouldn’t do this, would she?


    “What the fuck you think you’re doing, Princess?”


    The nickname drips from my mouth like acid, in hopes of hurting her with just my greeting. She deserves it, guilty or not. She doesn’t say anything, though, just stares at me with empty eyes, waiting for me to take this further. If this is what she wants, it’s hers.


    “Cherry and Kegs. Let’s go.”


    My eyes don’t leave Mace as I send my request for the whores, one table over, to hear.


    Kegs comes callin’ first, with Cherry not too far behind. “What?”


    Keeping my intent look on Mace, I also continue explaining the obvious. “I said, let’s fucking go. Up to my room, out of here. I don’t care where we go, as long as I’m not having to look at anyone’s trash.” That’s what she is to me at this moment. My fear of losing her is overpowering my judgment, and I’m losing the battle to keep calm.


    Her eyes are filling with unshed tears. For what? Cause she’s caught? Maybe because this is how she’s decided that, after Hem’s little show down in the yard, I’m just as much to blame as he is. Doesn’t matter anymore. We’re done.


    “Fuck that, Shame. I may be a whore to you, and you may not think enough of me to assume I would go with you, but fuck no. You’re doing this only because you’re hating someone or something. You’re not lusting for sex. I’m not sorry for saying this, but Cherry and I have been watching you and Hem all night. You’re an asshole Shame. That woman there is way too fucking good for you.”


    I’ve never seen this. A club whore, not willing to fuck a club official. This is new. There are some here that would like to take her place, and I’m needing to get out of here, with said someone, before I lose my shit.


    Mace continues to look at me as Gunner stands behind her, still too fuckin’ close. Her eyes are pleading with me to stop, but I can’t. She set this in motion, and I can’t stay here any longer without wanting to rip him apart, physically, and tear her to shreds, emotionally.


    “Winnie and Bloom - follow me.” My voice is screaming those words, but my heart is telling an entirely different story.


    Mace, don’t do this. Don’t let me walk out of here without you. Say something, please. Make the pain stop. Get up and come to me with your anger, telling me this is a mistake.


    God, I can’t breathe.


    But she doesn’t do any of that. She’s letting me do this. Mace is well aware of my addiction to sex in order to soothe my hurt. She knows she’s the one that hurt me, so she’s not attempting to revoke my medicine in the form of two club whores.


    I remember rock bottom. I’ve been there a time or two in my life, and it was always Mace who picked me up from it. She won’t help me this time.


    Gunner gives me a puzzling look before Bloom and Winnie each take their hands to my body. They’re ready to go, and now that Mace turned her back, I guess I’m ready too. The walk to the door was symbolic for walking the plank. Knowing Mace wasn’t invested in this enough to stop me from what I was doing, leaves me feeling sick and alone. I need to be alone right now.


    Once we hit the fresh air of the night, I throw my arms out and step ahead of the girls.


    Winnie doesn’t hesitate to start planning the evening. “Good, I was hoping you’d want to play rough tonight.”


    “Not playin’. Get the fuck out of here.”


    Bloom screeches. “What? No. You invited us! Let’s go. We can go to my place if you want. All of us, right?”


    The bitches aren’t listening. Tonight, there is no medication strong enough to help cure my ache. My heart is in pieces, and I’ve yet to regain a healthy breathing pattern. I need time alone to reflect on my short time with Mace. I want to remember her while she’s still fresh in my mind.


    “Are you fuckin’ bitches stupid? What aren’t you hearin’? There is no ‘us’ tonight. Go, and don’t come back here tonight. Not a word to anyone, you hear me? You say a fuckin’ word to anyone here, and you won’t be back.”


    They look to each other in disbelief, and although I’m short on time with my temper, I need to give them a minute before I start ripping heads.


    “Fuck you, Shame.”


    “Yeah, alright.”


    Fuck Mace. Fuck them. Fuck it all.


    ~~~~~


    The next few days and weeks were a blur. Hem and I had to take some boys down to Texas in search of Switch. At that time, we had assumed he was the one that killed Doc, for reasons we still hadn’t figured out - we had no idea that Warren was running things from home. Switch was merely another one of Warren’s victims - on the run - in hiding.


    After we got back from Texas, Hem insisted we go to Shell Horns to check on the girls. He was livid when he found out Mace did specifically what he had told her not to do, and she did it with vigor.


    She’s a defiant little shit, and to be honest; that’s part of the reason I’ve always loved her. She speaks her mind, and while doing it, doesn’t hesitate to rip my ass when needed. That night though, she shredded me, and I’ve never known loneliness in that regard before. That says a lot, considering how I spent my childhood. I didn’t love my parents though; I loved her and facing life without her was too dark.


    During the long ride back, I was convinced I could fix this like I always had before. When she was younger, she would listen and hear me out. Banking on this fact, I devised a plan. I was going to talk to her, explain that what happened wasn’t what she thought and apologize for assuming the worst in her, when she’s always drawn out the best in me.


    She agreed, without words, to leave the club with me. We had just stepped out into the night air, and ten minutes later she let me go … almost forever. I hadn’t known how we would eventually end up at the time, and the unknown about fuckin’ broke me.


    ~~~~~


    “What happened in there, Shame?” She’s scared and upset as she waits for my answer. “Why are you here?”


    She wants to know why I’m here. I’m nervous to start explaining, so I create a diversion. Not a good one, but she will remember exactly what I’m talking about. If I can make her remember our past, and how good we were even then, maybe she will let me talk through this. “It was nothing, I just saw you dancing. You and I haven’t danced together since your prom, so I wanted the chance, and I took it. You certainly didn’t move like that when you were sixteen, thank fuck.”


    Mace smiles wide. Then her laugh takes up the space between us and I’m hopeful. She does remember us. After letting out a small sigh of relief, I move my body closer and reach out to her, hesitantly, waiting for a denial. I caress her face and neck with my hand, trying to take a moment and use her calm to relax my racing heart.


    “Hem wanted to find you and Sadey. I told on you, ya know. Told him you were going out clubbing with the girls. He said no one was going back to rest until we found you. So, here we are.” She smirks at the idea that I ratted her out to her big brother. God, that face. I love her face. I love her. I need to tell her.


    “Answer the other question. Why are you here? What do you want from me? Nothing has changed; you left me Shame. Do you remember?”


    Fuck, yes - I don’t have to remember. It’s all I’ve thought about the past weeks as I sat, alone, thinking of her. Time to make my plea and hope she knows what to do with it.


    “I want you back, Mace. You know I do. You’re a stubborn little shit, and you piss me off, but God if I don’t need you.”


    Waiting for her to respond is like feeling the time stop. I can’t look at her. There’s a street light behind her, and I’m looking into it, almost asking, no pleading, for that inanimate object to make this right.


    Give her back to me. Please, give her back.


    Once I brave it, I look down at her face again. Her look of closure is like an arrow to my chest. She’s no longer with me. She’s out. And now, in the face of this, I can’t breathe.


    She starts walking away from me and heads towards Sadey’s ride, not mine. I not only want to follow her, I want to grab her, kiss her, take her home, and make love to her the way she should be loved. That’s not what she wants, and I’m running out of time.


    “Shame, I just got back from finding myself. It took me two weeks to even start to function like my old self again. I’m not trying to be dramatic here, but you ruined me. Seeing the old Shame that night, you touching and leaving with them, after you summoned them to your side and called me trash. We can’t come back from that. I know I can’t anyway.”


    Her voice doesn’t hold the same soft tone for me it once did. She’s letting me go, and this is her version of goodbye.


    “You went back to those whores, even after being with me. Choosing that life, instead of ours. I was left there like the trash you said I was. You will never know what that did to me, ever. Saddest part about all of this is that I don’t even really know why you did it. I’ve been so scared to ask myself why you decided, in seconds, that you didn’t want me. My mind thinks it’s because I wasn’t enough for you. One woman for you will never be enough; I made a huge mistake thinking that I would have been.”


    Her words are damning and absolute. I can’t deny anything she’s telling me. This is how she sees me. Her face is sad, and her shoulders are dropped in defeat. Seeing Mace look this alone and conquered is tearing me up.


    “I’m sorry we ever got involved. I will never be sorry enough. When I lost you, I lost someone who was as big a part of my life as Hem and Sadey. I even lost some of myself in the process. Don’t think I don’t think about that. I have those regrets on top of knowing why you left me. It has damaged me.”


    She’s wrong. Her words are wrong. She hasn’t got a clue how I really feel about her, and it’s my fault. All her life I’ve been able to talk to her about anything, but when it’s ‘go time’ - I freeze. If this is it, I need to lay it out, so she doesn’t forget me or all we had. She has to know that she’s why I’m living and breathing. I just hope I can find the words. Before I begin, I see her bend over, hands to her knees.


    This is hurting her as much as it’s killing me. Her heart is breaking, the same as mine, and an audible cracking sound is calling out for the dark to surround us.


    “You think you’re not enough for me? Is that really what you believe? You don’t think enough of me to believe that I could never fuck anyone else after you? God, Mace, I couldn’t. I wanted to hurt you; that’s what you should be angry and pissed off about. I intentionally hurt you, yes. Fuck, I’m guilty. I have no excuse and no reason, other than I was hurting. That is what just the thought of losing you does to me, makes me fucking crazy.”


    Please believe me, Mace. Look at me. I’m yours. Please, don’t break us.


    She’s hesitant, but willing to listen, so I continue. “Can you imagine what I’m feeling right now, knowin’ you’re walkin’ away? Fuck me, Mace, you’re runnin’ away. I saw you with Gunner when I walked in from what happened to Ace. I was already reeling after what Hem allowed to happen to him. Just before seeing you standing close to Gunner, one of the brother’s bitches could not wait to tell me you had kissed Gunner just before you went out to us. You fucking kissed him, damn it. After everything that happened with Ace, and how he confessed his love for Sadey, I was already on the edge of mis-trust. I didn’t even process what that kiss could have meant. I know you love me, Mace. You do, and if I had just thought for a few minutes before I reacted, I would have known that whatever circumstance it was, or if it were even true, you wouldn’t have kissed him the way you kiss me.”


    I’m breaking. I hear it in my voice and my eyes are heavy. She’s the reason I am who I am. I’ve lived all my life to love and protect her. There will never be another Mace. If there’s never another Mace, there’s never another link to something good – this leaves me back to who I was before, and I can’t live like that again. She has to listen.


    Please, hear me, baby. See me standing in front of you. Look at me.


    “Mace, it took everything I had Not. To. Kill. Gunner. So yes, I aimed to hurt you, I can’t take that back. I told both those fucking bitches to get gone, and don’t come back to the Club that night, the moment we walked out the door. I didn’t even take them anywhere; they did not set foot anywhere near my ride. I fucked up, baby. God, you’re the one person I know who is all good and pure, and I turned on you. Telling you I’m sorry is meaningless, it’s pathetic to even say. I’m sorry though. My heart aches for you, and I can’t get it to stop. Jesus… But you didn’t love me enough either, Mace. I saw your eyes when you were there the next day, and they were empty of me; you had already moved on. The very next day you had already left me. It wouldn’t have mattered what I said to try and make you stay.”


    I can’t say anymore. There’s not enough words available that could convince her of my innocence or my love for her.


    “I love you Shame, I will always love you. I should thank you and I know this sounds ridiculous. While we were together, you showed me what I want in my life. I want someone who loves me with enough passion to touch me, watch me ignite and then let me burn, for him. A person that I feel safe to do that with. I got all that with you, thank you for showing me what I was missing.”


    Her words have cut me - deep. They are all well thought out and rehearsed. She’s recited them before this moment, which means I never had a fuckin’ chance – even before trying.


    As she walks away, my body gives out, and I hit my knees. She doesn’t know this, but I’m praying to God, just as I did when I was a kid. In my silent prayers, I’m not asking for her back, though. I’m asking him to take care of her in my absence. If I don’t have Mace, I don’t have a reason to be here. Before finding her, I was existing – not living. Now, knowing what it feels like to have her, then lose her – there would no longer be a reason to even exist.


    “Look what we do to each other, Shame. God, this hurts and I just don’t want to hurt anymore. We are tearing each other apart, piece by piece. I love you so much. Too much.”


    I’m done. Sadness has overtaken my soul and wiped out all my memories of her. I met the love of my life when she was five and I was a lost teenager looking for a home … she’s been with me since, and I’ve used her good to fill me with all I needed to overcome a life of loneliness and regret. After having what we had together, I won’t go back to that sad, lonely, desolate person. My last plea before I let go of this life is to God – to help me find her in another life. I sure as fuck can’t live without her in this one.


    “Please, Mace, don’t leave me alone.”


    ~~~~~


    Sadey Lyons was the reason we found each other again. Early pregnancy complications triggered Mace into rethinking our separation. That night, I told her I loved her, for the first time in her life. The words came easy and she accepted them without a second thought – I should have said them years ago.


    Life was easy for us after that … for a while. I could always feel the air, sensing something amiss – something was bound to shake our lives again. I just had no idea how big that something would be until it was too late to stop the motions of mayhem.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    


    "In different degrees, in every part of the town, men and women had been yearning for a reunion, not of the same kind for all, but for all alike ruled out. Most of them had longed intensely for an absent one, for the warmth of a body, for love, or merely a life that habit had endeared. Some, often without knowing it, suffered from being deprived of the company of friends and from their inability to get in touch with them through the usual channels of friendship—letters, trains, and boats. Others, fewer these ... had desired a reunion with something they couldn’t have defined, but which seemed to them the only desirable thing on earth. For want of a better name, they sometimes called it peace."


    -Albert Camus


    


    Hem had died, or so we thought. His sacrifice for his family had changed us irrevocably. Time wouldn’t stop for Sadey, giving her what she needed to grieve – Hem’s son was coming, whether Hem was here or not.


    I was holding Patrick in my arms. Sadey had only met him briefly after delivery. It took everything in her to bring him into this world safely. Not because of any pain, medical complications, or physical exhaustion that labor causes, but because Hem wasn’t there. She took one look at Patrick, and it was as if a veil of sadness had curtained her face, and all she saw in those small eyes was Hem. She didn’t recognize herself in her son, at all. Immediately, she cried tears of anguish and regret. Her confessions of a broken spirit had taken its toll on both Mace and me, and we were powerless to help her.


    Relating to her sadness and despair, I tried to help. Even without knowing it, many times I relied on those girls to give me a reason for being here, and it killed me, not being able to help her through this. When I recognized that shattered look of loneliness and regret in Sadey’s eyes that morning, I knew that she was soon going to be too far out of reach, if she didn’t find a reason to move on. She had Patrick to take care of, and Mace relied on her heavily to get her to term with our son, Ryder.


    Mace wasn’t getting through to her. Neither was I.


    ~~~~~


    “Sadey? You awake?”


    Her head is turned toward the window, and her hospital room feels clinical; void of any emotion. The window curtains are drawn closed, but she continues to stare, as if she sees something beyond them.


    Whispering gently, I approach her as I hold Patrick in my arms and against my chest. “Sadey, I have Patrick. He’s going to be hungry soon, sweetheart.”


    She doesn’t acknowledge me. Swallowing the lump in my throat, I walk towards the window to get her to focus on Patrick and I. Mace will be here soon, and if I can help Sadey mask her sadness for my girl, I will.


    She looks sick, as if she belongs here for another reason. Her face is pale, her lips are chapped, and the sorrow surrounding her is palpable. Her body is so small, even after just giving birth to Patrick. Her eyes are glazed in tears, and her nose is red. She doesn’t look like she’s slept at all, and I’m unsure she even notices I’m standing in front of her. She’s so frail that I’m finding it difficult to continue looking at her. This is just the outside. By now, her insides have to be shredded and unrecognizable.


    I put Patrick in the plastic crib by her bed. Rubbing his face softly with my finger, I brace for my own sadness to come later. Although Patrick arriving safely to us is meant to be a joyous occasion, behind that façade lurks the heartache of knowing Hem is alive somewhere inside him, but can’t be reached. Getting his mother through this is what’s most important right now.


    Sadey’s eyes aren’t following my movement; they just continue to stare forward. Walking to her quietly, I run my hand over her brow, hoping the warm touch of my skin brings her around to the living, and after a few quiet moments, it does.


    “Shame?”


    “Yeah, baby?”


    Her voice is so small and broken, and nothing of what a new mother’s should sound like. “He’s not here. I need him. I can’t hear him in this room. I want to go home. He’s with me there. Please, take me home.”


    “Sadey, you’re going home tomorrow, remember? Doc just wants to be sure you’re alright … after everything.”


    Sadey shudders, remembering her refusal to push during delivery. She had been so strong during labor, but once her version of reality finally hit - that Hem’s boy was coming and his dad wasn’t - she gave in to her sadness and refused to do this without him.


    “Okay.” She turns her head from me and looks to the door of her room, willing it to open, but it doesn’t happen. She whispers quietly, and her voice cracks, making it hardly audible. I’m unsure if she’s talking to me or herself. “He’s never coming back.”


    I’m trying to tread lightly due to her state, but she’s so shattered I don’t think it matters anymore. “No, honey. He’s not. I’m sorry.”


    Turning her head back to me, she asks. “Where’s Mace?”


    Speaking as softly and gently as she is, I answer. “On her way. She’s stopping to pick up ‘Joe’ then she’s coming here. She’s bringing Patrick some clothes so he’ll be ready to go in the morning.”


    She nods in acknowledgement, then, as her voice shakes and tears start to fall she asks. “Can I ask you something?”


    “Of course you can - ask me anything.”


    Drawing her hands to wipe her eyes, she whispers her words in expressive sadness. “Do you think he knew how much I loved him?”


    “Oh, Sadey.” I motion for her to move over in the bed so I can lay next to her. She does this, and her motions are making the tears shift in her eyes and start to escape down her face at a hurried pace. Once she feels this, a loud sob musters out, and she turns towards me to be held. “He knew. He always knew - even before he wanted to know, Sadey. I can’t promise you a lot in this whole fucked up mess, but, buddy, this … you got. He loved you the same.”


    “What do I do now? With Patrick, I mean. I can’t breathe, Shame. I can’t focus. I’m afraid I’m going to let Hem down, and he’s not even here! I still have so many things to tell him. It’s like he left … and forgot to … take me with him.”


    This isn’t the first time we’ve had this conversation. The last few months have been full of the doubt and fear that has, understandably, settled over her. During this time, she has dissected every conversation and memory she has of him, and it’s moving her to a dark place; one that I’m familiar with, but her place is full of love that is lost, unlike mine, which was of the love I never had.


    “Sadey, you’re going to get better. You’ve got a reason now. Your son is here, and it’s going to be alright.”


    Just as I begin my same talk of love lost, and how eventually she’ll be alright I hear the door to her room open, and a cussing Mace comes waltzing in … all stomach, hips, and tits.


    “I hate this decaf shit, Shame.”


    God, my girl is ridiculous. She drops the bag she brought for Sadey and finally looks up long enough to see her best friend, falling apart in my arms.


    Sadey quickly recovers … sliding on the veneer of happy in order to protect Mace. “Patrick will need to feed soon, and the doctor is coming in later for a check-in. You two shouldn’t hang around here all day. Mom is coming too, so unless you want to be taught how to feed and change a diaper, I think you two should get going.” The fake smile remains, and we’re going to give her this.


    She wants time alone to process, and I’m hoping with enough time she will come around, and see that in some form Hem is still here – Patrick is an equal piece of each of them.


    “I just got here! I came to see my nephew.”


    “Mace.”


    “Whaaat?”


    Wonderful, she’s going to give me attitude. “Let’s go.”


    She’s not listening. Neither of these girls listen for shit, and now that Hem is gone I’ve got no back up … none. Mace stalks toward Patrick … more of a waddle at this point. “He’s sleeping.”


    Sadey stares at Mace as if Mace has all the answers that I couldn’t give her. “You can hold him. Maybe you want to feed him, too. I can’t … not yet.”


    Immediately, Mace reaches the bed and bends down to hold Sadey in her arms, squeezing her for extra comfort. Sadey isn’t crying anymore, and she’s also not reciprocating the hug. I need to call Gunner and Honor so they can bring April around to keep Sadey in a constant motion. She won’t be emotional in front of them, and will have less time to think.


    Mace and I are probably causing her more pain at this point. To her, the sight of Mace and I is the same as looking at one of our childhood photos and wondering where Hem was at during the snapshot, only this snapshot is permanent, and we know where he is right now. He’ll never be in one of our photographs again. Our presence alone must be killing her.


    “Woman, let’s go. We can come back later.”


    Mace stands from Sadey, looking down on her, and starts to play with Sadey’s hair. “You want me to stay? I will. Just you and I? We can paint your toes or watch a movie?”


    “No. Will you bring me some soup later, though?” She’s pacifying Mace. Sadey is smart enough to know that if Mace feels useful anywhere, she’ll focus on that, instead of the problem in front of her.


    “I will. I love you, Sadey.”


    Sadey doesn’t answer or acknowledge the term of endearment.


    “Mace, now.”


    Mace walks to me, finally noticing I’ve moved from the bed to the door, and grabs my hand in hers as she looks back at Sadey, who has already retreated into the window again. I don’t know what answers are beyond that view, but if there are any, if anyone can find them, Sadey can.


    We don’t say anything as we walk down the hall. I pull out my phone and get Gunner and Honor on the task of Sadey. They’ll be here in twenty.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    


    “I used to advertise my loyalty and I don't believe there is a single person I loved that I didn't eventually betray.”


    -Albert Camus


    


    Sadey didn’t get much better after she and Patrick came home. Other than her imagination keeping her in Hem’s company, she didn’t socialize. Eventually, her parents bullied her, and she sought help and seemed to progress, but she still wasn’t the girl we used to know. No one blamed her, and I trusted that eventually she would come back to us.


    Mace tried to get through to her, but failed. It wasn’t until I was fed up with her lack of healing that she finally – fucking finally – started to pull her shit together. Once that process started, though, she was in for another emotional explosion. This bomb was big, and created so much havoc within her soul she almost didn’t accept it as real. She had been balancing between hours of sanity and hours spent in the world where Hem was. She could no longer comprehend the difference.


    Hem was alive. I didn’t know this until Ace came strolling back into town on Hem’s behalf. He was to do two things; that’s it. Check on Sadey, and verify no one was lurking in the shadows. Hood was here to help with both. Simple and easy. What it turned out to be on Ace’s part was an epic … fucking … failure.


    Hood gave me the heads up on what was waiting in California. I didn’t believe it. I was angry, hurt, confused, but also thankful. My mind was exhausted from dealing with the freefall of Sadey and chaos at the club at the loss of Hem. Hearing news like that teetered me on the edge of my own sanity.


    When I finally found Ace the night Hood told me what had happened, I also found out Ace was inviting himself into Sadey’s life. I was torn. She was happy again … smiling and laughing – fuck, she was showing emotions again. My doubts plagued me. Deciding on whether to go to California and find Hem, not knowing what mental state he was in, or letting Sadey wake up and realize Ace loved her. He didn’t love her with the intensity that Hem did, but no one ever would. She could have learned to love him though. He treated her well, and his intentions were good, but this was Sadey, and she’s been Hem’s girl in some form since she was five years old.


    After talking to Honor, Gunner, Ace, and Hood it was decided. We were going to get him and bring him home – the repercussions of this be damned.


    ~~~~~


    Pulling up outside Ace’s small apartment complex, my emotions are swirling. What if he’s not here and I’m walking into nothing and setting up false hope? Losing him once tore my world apart, but losing him again would shake the very core that held me together.


    Knocking twice, I hear a young girl in the background, yelling at someone to turn the music down. Once she opens the door her eyes widen in complete shock. Leave it to Ace, not to send a heads up to his family that we were on our way.


    “We don’t have any money.”


    What the fuck?


    “Who are you?”


    “I’m uhhh…” I’ve scared her with my tone, and normally, talking this way to a teenage girl is out of character; especially a girl that is looking at me like I plan to make her my next snack.


    “I’m a friend of your brothers. You Sarah?”


    “Yeah, but … I don’t know you.”


    “I’m Shame, so now you do.”


    “You’re Shame? Ohmigod! I do know you. I mean I don’t, but I do. I’ve heard all about you. You’re like a legend here. Hem tells us stories…”


    My face gets hard. Hearing Hem’s name used in the present tense is sending my personal emotions to the wolves, and all I can see in my mind’s eye are Sadey and Patrick, back at the house, living alone. I’m pissed off.


    “Get him.”


    “I’m sorry … I…”


    “Get … him … now.”


    “Okay.”


    She opens the door wider so I can get through, and as I walk in, I can see that Hem’s living conditions are less than favorable. It appears the couch has been his bed, and the corner holds his valuables. Before I can give a thought back to Sarah and the fear I just put into her, I hear Hem’s voice as he attempts to calm an excited teenager.


    “Whose here?”


    “I said Shame is here. Like, right there kinda of here. Look!”


    Hem and I lock eyes for the first time in seven months. He’s alive, but doesn’t look as though he’s been living. He’s lost weight; his hair is too fuckin’ long, and he’s pale in color. His clothes are shit, and the brother hasn’t shaved in weeks. What the fuck am I walking into?


    “Shame?”


    I don’t answer. I can’t. I’m pissed off, but at the same time I want to cry. He’s standing over a skillet, casually making dinner, apparently for Sarah, and I’ve no words to say. He puts down the bowl he was holding and moves around the kitchen counter, walking towards us. Honor and Gunner are still outside, holding guard in case someone here is watching Hem. It’s just us … and Ace’s sister, who, by my assessment, is only about twelve or thirteen.


    Still speechless, Hem doesn’t stop coming at me. Once his arms come around me in a rough hug, I react. We are brothers, and I’ve held him several times throughout our lives, but this isn’t our usual man hug - this isn’t a macho man hug. This hold we have on each other at this moment is a homecoming … an embrace speaking to the heart of friendship and understanding.


    At this moment, I don’t give a flying fuck if I’m no longer acting as a man. I’m letting it out right here and now, in front of anyone that may be in witness to this. Tears are streaming down my face as I close my eyes, freeing them to fall. Hem’s body is shuddering, the same as mine. He’s gripping the back of my shirt so tight, I’m struggling to breathe as it pulls at my neck from behind. Through my own sobs and movement, I can’t make out all the words coming from Hem, but I hear him thanking God for sending me to help him find his way home.


    We don’t talk for a few seconds, and finally pull away. Gathering my senses and letting my thoughts clear, I feel a tug of anger. My body stiffens as I look in his face. It’s hollow. I’m pissed because he left us and did something stupid, like going to Warren without me. I’m pissed because he let us believe he was dead. I’m further pissed because Sadey is at home struggling with an infant, doing the best she can without the one person in her life that she loves the most, and finally, I’m pissed because my best friend and brother looks broken. He looks tattered and completely empty – a shell of his former self.


    With my anger not subsiding as I had hoped it would, I grab the neck cuff of his ratty, stained, grey sweatshirt and shake him - moving him to the wall beside the front door and pushing him against it. Sarah lets out a small cry, and before I can throw my first punch of anger and heartache, Honor comes barreling through the door, grabbing my arm before I can give it any forward movement.


    “Shame! What the fuck are you doing?” Honor doesn’t swear too much. He’s a good, honest, and kind hearted kid. These traits aren’t usually found among our group of plenty, so it’s that tone and those words that bring me around to what the fuck is happening here.


    Hem is motionless, with no fight in him to give. He sounds uncertain and almost conquered. “Hit me, Shame. Makes you feel better, do it. I’ve earned it.”


    Removing my hands from his chest, I straighten my cut and send a quick glare to Honor, who is looking at me with distaste at the display I’ve caused in front of Ace’s little sister. “I’m not going to hit you … fuck, I want to though. Bastard! What the fuck are you doing here? You have a son now, for fuck’s sake. How the fuck am I looking at you, when you’re supposed to be dead and gone? God damn it, Hem! Tell me what the fuck is going on!”


    “I thought Hood told you. I thought, by being here in front of me now that you already knew. I didn’t think you’d show up here, though. Why are you here? What didn’t Hood fuckin’ tell you, Shame, because by you being here, it means you’re not home watching my girls.”


    Now Hem wants to throw down his anger. No fuckin’ way.


    “Yeah … Hood told me everything, brother. He told me, and I had to sit and listen to that shit from his mouth, not yours. What the fuck is that about, huh? You didn’t trust me, of all the people in your life, Hem? You didn’t trust me?”


    My voice is shaking again, and I’m about to lose myself to more emotion and I don’t have the time.


    “We’re leaving. You’re going home. We had a long ride here and sure as shit another long ride back, and you’re going to explain every fuckin’ detail about what I’ve missed. This is shit, Hem.”


    His face is still empty. Refusing to answer any of my questions or meet any of my demands, he asks. “How are they?”


    He’s missed my every word. Seeing me, it’s that same photograph that Sadey saw when she looked at Mace and me standing in front of her. Her portion, the heart, was missing from the picture, and she searched us to find it again. He’s doing the same. It doesn’t matter how angry or hurt I am. I could beat him until he couldn’t talk, walk, or move, but he would only be searching the picture for Sadey, and now his son.


    “They’re breathing. Hem, I don’t know anymore. She doesn’t say much, other than she likes to sleep because she sees your face and hears your voice. You’re alive and talking to her there. She’s a mother now, but I swear to Christ she’s also a scared teenage girl walking around lost, afraid, and alone. Which is why we leave in twenty.”


    Hem looks to Ace’s sister, Sarah. Her eyes are swollen with big heavy tears. She and Hem must have spent some time together, and she’s realizing that his forever isn’t here with her and her grandmother.


    Once Hem catches sight of this, he nods to me in understanding that I’m to keep my mouth shut. I oblige because I don’t know the details of this life here.


    “Squirt, c’mere.”


    She sighs, and in doing so, has released the hold of tears that were suffering on her lids.


    “You’re leaving now, aren’t you? You’re leaving, and you’re not coming back.”


    “I am. I need to go home.”


    She looks towards the floor to her feet, her voice full of heartache. “Yeah, thought so.”


    “Take care of yourself. Stay out of trouble. I don’t want to hear any stories of any more boys, or parties, either. You’re a kid … be a kid. Hold everything down here - Ace will be back soon.”


    “Can you take me with you? Cause I can pack a bag and we…”


    “No. You’re stayin’ put. Netta Bean is here. She needs you.”


    Fuck, these two did get close, and I’m realizing that Ace does have his hands a bit full back here. I don’t see this ‘Netta Bean’ anywhere, but I’m assuming that’s the grandmother Ace was telling us about. Hem looks sad to leave his new little friend. She must have been his only companion, and because of that they’ve bonded, and he’s breaking her by leaving.


    “Hem, it’s time. We need to go. All this shit happening we can’t afford to just stay here and hang out.”


    Hem nods, but doesn’t lose eye contact with Sarah. They share a small smile, most likely sharing some inside joke about me, but I don’t give a fuck.


    She reaches for him and holds tight … in that hug, I envision flashbacks of Mace and Sadey at that age, and the love they felt for Hem and I – definitely time to go back home to the girls.


    Hem grabs nothing more than a heap of clothes next to the couch. “Let’s go.”


    I let Hem lead us out, and right before I shut the door behind me, I wink at Sarah, who is now smiling as she realizes that her new friend is about to get his ‘Happily Ever After.’ Then from nowhere she bolts out onto the stairwell that leads us down to the parking lot.


    “Hem! Wait! What do I tell Sylvie when she comes back looking for you? She’s been gone two days now … I don’t know where she’s at or when she’s coming back, but she’s gonna ask.”


    Hem stops, turns around, and from the bottom stair looks up to Sarah standing a floor up, and smiles as he tells her. “You just tell her to fuck off. That’s what you tell her.”


    Sarah laughs … loud and genuine. Whatever the inside joke is I’m happy to miss it, because I remember Mace and Sadey at that age, and there was a lot of shit that came out of those mouths that I wanted no part of.


    We’re not sticking around to find out. Hem can explain on the way.


    ~~~~~


    Sadey and Hem got their happily ever after, and I’m about to get mine. I have less than one hour to get my ass to the church.


    I’m going to get my girl.

  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    


    “Don't walk behind me; I may not lead. Don't walk in front of me; I may not follow. Just walk beside me and be my friend.”


    -Albert Camus


    


    After getting ready, I see I have just about twenty minutes to spare. I can’t walk out there in front of all those people without seeing her first. She’s my peace, and today has been anything but peaceful. Most of the guys are dressed and already at the altar, waiting for the big event to start, except for Hem.


    “You ready, brother?”


    Hem’s nervous. He’s fidgeting, and the only reason he’s not off the chart insane right now is because he has Sadey wrapped around his middle, as best she can be with that ball of a baby blocking her from complete contact. She’s pissed that Mace wouldn’t wait for her to deliver, but Mace insisted Sadey was going to be alright and had chosen a dress that fit her full figure. Mace didn’t want to risk our luck and delay the wedding any longer than necessary. Sadey is still mad.


    I nod to him in response. I feel Sadey’s green eyes hammering into me, searching, waiting for me to bolt. Her vote of confidence doesn’t cast a shadow right now.


    With his free arm, Hem slaps my back hard as I stand beside him. “Then let’s get you hitched today.”


    Sadey unwraps herself from him long enough to walk to me and envelope me in a tight squeeze. I bend to her so I can kiss her temple and hug her back. I feel her hiccup under me; I recognize this. Fuck, she’s already starting to cry.


    Looking over her head, I smile at Hem as he rolls his eyes and mimics her tears.


    After leaving the comfort and safety of my friends, I see that I’m about to walk into the dragon’s den. Sadey’s mother of all people.


    Shit.


    “Neil Carrick you’re not going in there! She’s not ready, and you’re going to upset her. Do you want to upset the bride before her big day?”


    Jesus, do all women assume the wedding day is for them alone? Damn.


    “Mrs. Lyons, I’m going to try to be nice. I realize you don’t know me, which means you don’t know how much energy it takes for me to be any kind of nice when I want something, but if you don’t move the fuck out of my way, I’m going to move you myself.”


    I’ve stunned her. Mrs. Lyons and I don’t converse. We aren’t friends, only because neither she nor I ever took the time to get to know one another. I had a mom – hated her. I had Lynda – she died. So, at this point, I don’t need a hat trick of sadness or hurt in the way of mothers in my life. I’m good with this.


    She pales and gasps. “Whhhha … well, I just never … Neil, we are in the house of God! You can’t talk like that.”


    Giving her a shit eating grin, I raise my eyebrows and reiterate to her, just as I would her daughter. “Mrs. Lyons? You’re still not moving.”


    Pursing her lips and moving her hands to her hips she orders. “I’m going in with you then. You’re not going to trouble her.”


    “Woman, you’re not. I’m going to see Mace, and I’m doin’ it alone. Go find Sadey, I think her dress just tore or some shit.”


    Her face immediately blanches in terror. Like mother, like daughter.


    Apparently, Sadey gets her spunk and sass from her mother. I have a sudden urge to pull Mr. Lyons outside for a big supportive man hug. Fuck, maybe an intervention – he most likely needs his balls back. Poor guy.


    I walk into this monstrosity of a bathroom, and my eyes scan the room, looking for Mace. It isn’t until I close the door that I see her on the other side of it, looking into a full length mirror. There is shit everywhere, which is telling me that Sadey has been mothering and primping Mace all damn day long. Fuck, I thought I was the one that would bolt today, but she had every reason to jump out the small bathroom window, just because she’s had to deal with Sadey and her mother.


    “Shame? What are you doing in here? How did you even get in here? Mrs. Lyons is driving me crazy! How did you get by her?”


    I stop and take her in; I’m not listening to her words. “Beautiful.” It’s all I can say. And she is. Mace is breath-taking, but she didn’t need makeup or a dress for that. All she has to do is say my name, and it makes her beautiful to me.


    She looks down and her face blushes from the embarrassment of my comment. No matter her age, I still touch her with my compliments. “I was kicking around the idea of getting married today. What are you doing in here?”


    She smiles with her reply. “A lot of the same.”


    “C’mere, baby.”


    She walks to me, dragging the train of her dress behind her. I’m a man, and I’m no expert in wedding dresses. I get they are supposed to be beautiful, frilly, and all that shit, but this one that Mace chose is just fuckin’ hot. Short in front, showing off those sexy, tan, athletic legs, but long in the back. The dress is snug on top, showing enough cleavage that I know I’m going to be watching for spectators that would choose to risk a black eye or broken tooth by looking too long. She’s in heels. Mace hates heel, but this is her day, so either Sadey has glued them to her feet, or Mace is actually excited enough to dress like the princess that she is.


    “I love you.” It’s all I can say. In the comfort of this moment words don’t need saying, but on the way here I realized that, after the day I’ve had reflecting on my life of hell, she needs to know she’s my saving grace. That sounds corny, but it’s the God’s honest truth.


    “I love you. Is everything good? You’re good?”


    “I am. Mace, before we go out there … I just need you to know…”


    She interrupts my thought, not letting me finish. “What? What’s wrong?” Her face is set firm, and she’s nervous about what I’m about to say. But it’s not what she’s thinking.


    “Sweetheart, those people out there - they aren’t why I’m here. I’m here because you brought me here.” I shake my head in search of the words that I had rehearsed in my head on the way over. “This life that you’ve given me is more than I ever thought possible. You’re everything I’ve ever needed, and fuck if you didn’t always give that to me, even when I didn’t deserve it.”


    “Shame…” I give her a gentle squeeze, a non-verbal way of telling her I need her to let me finish.


    Moving my hand to her cheek, framing this moment, I hold it softly and continue, while feeling her pulse quicken and her flesh heat beneath my fingertips. “Those people out there, Mace? They mean nothing to me. Since I’ve known you, my life has held far more meaning than I ever thought it could. When I’m lost, you find me. When I’m broken, you put me back together in such a way that I’m stronger for it. So many times, while Hem was gone, I thought about what my life would be without you in it – had it been you that left. The thought shattered me, baby. It’s not just the way you love me, Mace. It’s the way you let me love you. I’m intense, quick tempered, possessive, and God knows I can be an ass.”


    She smiles at the last remark, but her eyes are shining as she listens to my pledge – that’s meant for only her to hear. This isn’t a vow for others to receive, just like the love I have for her isn’t for others to receive. This day isn’t just about the ritual of marriage. This day is about feeding my soul, and in doing that, letting hers join with mine.


    “I love you. I’ve always loved you. No matter what happens in our lives that will never waiver. There will be days that you’ll hate me, Mace. I’m not crazy enough to believe you won’t, but stick with me as you always have, and I’ll give you enough happiness to shadow any fear or hurt that I’ll cause.”


    Her emotions are taking ahold of her, and I can feel her start to tremble in my arms. She’s swaying a bit, and losing focus on what we’re about to do. She’s searching me again, looking inside of all that I am. Once she finds what’s she’s looking for – the truth - she nuzzles her face into my chest as I hold her to me.


    Once she pulls herself away and has composed herself, she says something only Mace can say in a moment like this. “That’s your vow, Shame. All of this…” she moves her arms around the room, “is for everyone else. I love you, and believe it or not, I love how you love me – it’s hot, Shame.” Giving me a goofy smile, she winks at her own response.


    My girl. She doesn’t want to continue this discussion - I never had to say a word. She already knows how I feel about her. “C’mon, let’s go make an honest woman out of you, so I can continue to fill you with little versions of me and not feel as bad about it.”


    “Right, like you ever felt bad about it?”


    “Nope, not at all. You deserve all the flowers and chocolate though, so feast on it for about an hour, then life with me really starts. C’mon.”


    ~~~~~


    During the ceremony, Sadey is standing behind Mace and her expression is pained. She’s not crying, which is surprising considering she cries all the time, and I’m so nervous I could use her theatrical tears as a way to distract me. Hem keeps shuffling his feet behind me, and I’m waiting for him to disrupt my wedding to get to her. I can’t look at her closely for too long without wanting to laugh at her indignant expression.


    God, Sadey … you will never stop with your hunger and need for drama.


    Mace is looking up at me, holding my hands in hers. The tears that are streaming down her face are genuine, and those brown eyes have never looked more radiant than at this moment. In my search within them - I find all of us. Hem, Sadey, Mace and I - we’ve grown up into our own brand of dysfunction and, to me, there is no better kind of family to have.


    I’m not Catholic, but I believe in God. I’ve had enough talks with him to know that he’s what brought me here. I just wish Father Marcus would have gotten that memo, because Catholic weddings take for-fucking-ever and I’m ready to go.


    Once we’re finished, everyone heads back to the club for the party … Peril style.


    


    

  


  
    Epilogue


    


    “Live to the point of tears.”


    -Albert Camus


    


    “Sugar, would you stop with the whining already. I know you’re uncomfortable. Believe me, I know.” He rolls his eyes for added prop to his dramatic statement.


    “Jesus, Hem. I’m sorry. Are you carrying ten pounds of human inside your body? No? Then, stop talking to me about whining. This hurts. Your son is pummeling my insides right now.”


    Sadey needs a break. Between planning Mace’s wedding, taking care of Patrick, adjusting to life with Hem again, and her parents driving her bat shit crazy, she’s had a rough few months. Not to mention suffering through another pregnancy.


    “I need a drink. Can you grab me one when you go up?” Hem dismisses her immediately. Not because he doesn’t care, but he can’t stand to see Sadey in pain. She was worse with Patrick, but he wasn’t here to witness it.


    “Oh my god, Hem. You’re an ass.”


    That’s right, buddy … he most certainly can be.


    Hem gives up, and moves from his seat to get his own drink at the bar. Sadey plops down in the seat he just vacated and sighs with relief. She’s all boobs and belly.


    Mace comes up behind me, still wearing her wedding dress. She swears she’s uncomfortable wearing it, but most of us changed the moment pictures were over, before we even got back to the club. She’s enjoying this day and doesn’t want it to end.


    She’s holding me tight from behind, and as I hold her hands clutched in mine, she looks around the side of me to her full-bellied best friend. “Sadey, honey, are you alright? You look weird.”


    Sadey doesn’t say anything. She just stares at Mace for a beat then looks up to me. We’re standing directly in front of her, blocking everyone’s view, so she says quietly. “I just ruined Hem’s chair.”


    Mace looks to me and then we both look to Sadey and at the same time ask. “What?”


    “I just ruined Hem’s favorite chair. He’s gonna kill me.” Then she starts laughing … hysterically.


    What the fuck?


    Hem comes back from getting his drink – nothing for Sadey, ‘cause he’s a selfish and forgetful ass – and stops in his tracks upon seeing her sitting in his favorite leather chair … Doc’s chair. Sadey’s still laughing, as she holds her belly with one hand, and wipes her tears with the other.


    “Oh, my god, Hem…” Laugh. “you’re going … to be so…” Snort. “pissed.”


    “Sadey girl, what is wrong with you? You’re scaring the shit out of me.”


    Hem and I share a look, neither of us have any fuckin’ idea what the hell is wrong with Sadey.


    Mace breaks Hem and my silent discussion. “Sadey Marie Lyons, you did not just…” My new bride can’t finish her sentence because she’s now laughing into hysterics.


    Again, what the fuck?


    Hem’s losing patience. “Damn it, Sadey, what’s the joke?”


    The girls can’t stop laughing, but as soon as Gunner comes up behind us, and we catch the color of his face, he snaps. “Why is everyone standing around laughing? Sadey’s water just broke. Mace is out of control. Shame, you’re just standing there and Hem, you’re drinking?” He points to Hem’s glass of whiskey with an accusing motion.


    Reality hits both Hem and me, and our male panic takes hold. At this point, we’re worse than women. “Oh, Jesus, Sugar, we gotta go! What the fuck are you sitting there laughin’ for? Let’s get my boy out of there.”


    ~~~~~


    Sadey’s delivery was quick and nearly painless. She pushed when she was told, cried when it was over, and thanked God himself for giving Hem back.


    Hem, however, was a nut case. Every single time the doctor tried to touch Sadey in an area he wasn’t comfortable with, Hem went through the roof in anger. Of course, in usual form, it took Sadey, the person in pain delivering a child, to calm his ass down as only she can do. The baby is healthy and happy – a family of four.


    “Shame?”


    Mace and I are standing in the nursery watching over Deacon for Hem, who is with Sadey in recovery. He tells us these ‘damn nurses’ have a tendency to leave the children unattended. I didn’t question his already crazy state of mind, but Mace and I did as he asked, and now we’re babysitting his sleeping infant.


    The nurse continues to glare at us, since Mace is in a wedding dress, and I’m in my Peril cut. We probably look ridiculous, but I don’t give a flyin’ fuck. If it means people know she’s mine, she should just wear it every day and save me the energy of explaining it.


    “Yeah, babe?”


    She’s looking in the baby’s makeshift crib as he lays still and sleeping. “I want another one.”


    “Yeah? When you’re ready, you tell me. Just don’t forget…”


    She cuts me off by covering my mouth with her hand. “A boy, Shame. I know this.” She rolls her eyes and continues. “If you get girls you’re going to drown yourself, I get it. You can keep saying it, but I don’t have that kind of control.”


    She knows I’m serious, though. Sadey and Mace have driven me crazy for-fucking-ever and I don’t see that stopping, so she needs to really get me the two boys I need, because the older I get, the more backup I’m going to require. Ryder and I alone can’t handle Mace twenty four seven. Fuck, no one can. It’s not a request; it’s a demand. Three boys, Mace, and me … forever.


    Once she removes her hand from my face, she smiles while looking up at me, holding onto each side of my body. “Go figure Sadey would have my new nephew on our wedding day.”


    “Go figure.”


    “It’s perfect, though.”


    “That it is.”


    Mace quiets and takes in our surroundings. Oddly, the room we’re standing in represents new life. These little lives are being born into something bigger than their tiny bodies can comprehend. They will rely on those that brought them into this world to love and guide them, making it a life full of opportunities and promises of many tomorrows that lay ahead in wait for them.


    I didn’t have that, until I found my real family – those not of blood, but of friendship, loyalty, and love. The storms I waited out were violent and unstable, but once finding them, I found the unconditional love that I’d yearned for in my search for them.


    It’s in this moment, among the sounds of monitors and babies crying, and the feel of Mace in my arms holding me tight, just as she always had, that I realize - I am finally well and truly home.


    “I love you,” Mace whispers, maneuvering her body further into mine.


    “I know, baby.” I tell her, as I move her long hair from her shoulders and her back, running my fingers through it. “I love you, too.”


    Standing on her tip toes, she leans into me, pulls my neck down with her arms, and gives me one hell of a wedding night kiss.


    This night has been the perfect start to our honeymoon. I’ve got my brother; he has his wife; Mace has her best friend, and I’ve fuckin’ finally got my girl.


    Time to go home and start making my baby boy number two.


    The End.


    


    

  


  


  
    


    Lights of Peril Playlist


    Shame -- So Far Away - Staind


    Hem -- Man That I Am – James Otto


    Sadey -- Make You Feel My Love – Adele


    Mace -- Where You Are – Gavin Degraw


    Ace -- Tryin’ Not To Love You - Nickelback


    Gunner -- I Am The Highway - Audioslave


    Honor -- Sweet Home Alabama - Lynyrd Skynyrd


    Hood -- Man Against The World - Survivor


    Peyton -- Barbie Girl - Aqua


    Cherry -- Lullaby – Nickelback


    April (Kegs) -- Pour Some Sugar On Me – Def Leppard


    Mace and Shame -- All Of Me – John Legend


    Sadey and Hem -- Kiss Me – Ed Sheeran
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